And That Leavenworth Stuff 


PROLOGUE 


Father Yampuler sat in a hard plastic chair outside the warden’s office, waiting. 
He folded his hands over the wide expanse of his belly and smiled at the warden’s 
secretary. She smiled back but quickly averted her eyes, focusing her attention on 
reshuffling the same papers she’d just moved from the other side of the desk. 

Father Yampuler had grown used to it. Pretty young girls tended to be nervous 
around him even though he was much older, fat, and had a cotton-candy halo of wispy 
white hair circling his perfectly domed head. He knew it was not raw animal magnetism 
or smoldering intensity that made them uneasy, rather it was the black and white collar 
of a Catholic priest around his neck that put them on their heels. 

Young and pretty and guilty in their souls, he thought. The female condition 
since Jesus’ first tear. 

The phone buzzed and the secretary shouldered the handset. She mumbled into 
the mouthpiece, and then looked at him and said, “The warden will see you now.” 

“Thank you, young lady.” Father Yampuler continued to smile as he extracted 
himself from the chair, pushing up with his hands splayed over aching knees. “Oh my. 
These old bones of mine are certainly feeling rusty today.” He puffed from the effort, 
and then waddled to the door, knocking softly as he opened it a crack. 

“Come in,” Warden Schugart said. 

Yampuler walked in and looked around. The warden’s office contained a desk, 


filing cabinets, two potted plants, and some chairs. Framed certificates and diplomas 
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hung on the wall, but otherwise the room held no personal decorating touches; no 
humorous flair, nor religious symbols — a career bureaucrat’s perfect den. 

Schugart motioned for the priest to take a seat. “Thank you, young man.” Father 
Yampuler lowered himself into the chair, settling into the padded cushion with a deep, 
contented sigh. 

“T understand you had a bit of a problem with some of the prisoners,” the warden 
started. 

“Oh, it wasn’t anything.” Father Yampuler waved it away. “Nothing you wouldn’t 
expect in a place like this, anyway.” 

“T see.” The warden leaned back in his chair, staring. “And that?” He pointed at 
Father Yampuler’s recently blackened eye. “That is what you expect from my prison?” 

“Oh, this?” Father Yampuler gingerly touched his cheek. “This is nothing. It looks 
worse than it is, actually. It really could’ve happened anywhere. I’m a very clumsy man, 
you know. Always stumbling into things.” 

“So, youre telling me you got that black eye when you stumbled into something?” 

“No, no. But I could have.” 

Schugart drummed his fingers on his desktop. “Mr. Yampuler —” 

“_Father—” 

“_ Mister Yampuler. I am responsible for the safety of all the men in this prison. 
Convicts, guards, employees, and volunteers such as yourself. I cannot allow this assault 
to go unpunished.” 

“Ah, but Warden — it was more of an accident. A trifle, really. No harm done and 


no need to stir up trouble.” 
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“Tell me what happened and who was involved, or I will ban you from this 
prison.” 

Father Yampuler shook his head. In the past few months, ever since Warden 
Schugart took over the Federal Penitentiary at Leavenworth, all the volunteer civilian 
religious leaders — Reverends, Pastors, Clerics, even a Lama and a Rabbi — had been 
driven out by acts of unprovoked violence or banned for getting on the wrong side of the 
warden. The Catholic priest was the last man of faith left standing behind the stone 
walls; an accomplishment that belied his meek appearance and unpresumptuous 
demeanor. 

“Very well,” the priest lifted his chin. “Wayne White... caused the accident.” 

“White. Uh huh. Who else?” 

“Nobody. Just him.” 

“Were there any witnesses?” 

“Oh, I couldn’t say. There may have been some other men around, but it all 
happened so fast. I really couldn’t say for sure.” 

“And, what happened, exactly?” 

“As I said: it was an accident. Mr. White was passionately discussing some issue 
of importance, talking with his hands you know, and he may have —” Father Yampuler 
jerked his arm up by way of demonstration. “— inadvertently scrapped me with his 
elbow. I was just too big and clumsy to get out of the way in time. There’s really no need 
to take this any further.” 

Schugart glared at him for a long moment. Father Yampuler entwined his fingers 


over his stomach and smiled pleasantly. 
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“You can go,” the warden said. “But next time something like this happens, you 
come to me first. I don’t want to hear about it second hand.” 

“Oh, I’m sure nothing like this will happen again.” Father Yampuler chuckled as if 
the very idea were silly. He struggled out of the chair. “It was all just a big 


misunderstanding. Good day, Warden.” 


KEK 


“He’s a lying tub of shit,” Wayne White explained rather defensively to the 
warden, “that’s all.” 

The prisoner sat across the desk from the warden in one of the guest chairs. His 
bright orange jumper and white, unlaced tennis shoe ensemble looked comfortable and 
clean. Although a violent criminal — a murderer serving multiple life sentences — Wayne 
wore no restraints on his hands or feet and there were no guards present in the small 
office. Just the prisoner and the warden, having a nice chat. 

“He said you accidentally brushed him with your elbow,” Schugart replied. 

“Elbow my ass.” The prisoner leaned forward and made his hands into fists. “I 
walked right up to him, called him a motherfucker to his fat face, and laid him out. He 
says different, he’s lying. Man, you saw the eye?” 

Schugart nodded. 

“There you go,” Wayne White continued. “Pow!” He punched air. “Just like you 
said.” 


“Yes, well. What happened then?” 
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“Then those dumb motherfuckers who hang with him came out and started to 
flex. Those ‘spics? And that big fucking Russian? You know the one? I coulda schooled 
them, too, but I remembered what you said about being discrete. So I left.” 

“Good. That’s good.” 

“But when I left, man, that fucking priest was on the ground. And he fucking well 
knew it wasn’t an accident that put him there.” 

The warden nodded. 

“You want me to take another run at him?” the prisoner offered. 

Schugart considered it and then said, “No. No, we'll just let Father Yampuler be 
for now. He doesn’t have much of a flock, and he himself certainly doesn’t pose any 
danger. I think we can suffer his presence a little longer.” 

“Well you just let me know if you change your mind.” Wayne cracked his 
knuckles. 

“For your punishment,” Schugart wrote instructions on a slip of paper. “Two 
weeks in isolation.” 

“Hell yeah,” the prisoner muttered, leaning over to receive the paper. He nodded 
and moved his lips as he read. His eyes popped wide. “Ho shit!” he exclaimed. “You 
found him!” 

“Indeed. You have all the details you’ll need — what motel he’s at, when he'll be 
there. Money and a car will be waiting for you at the usual location. Just remember — he 
has to be alive when we receive him at the silo.” 

“Jeffy Asbury. My old pard’ner.” Wayne showed teeth as the paper crumpled in 
his hands. “I am so going to enjoy this one.” 


“Alive, Mr. White.” The warden buzzed for the guard. 
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The prisoner laughed. “Oh, he'll be breathing. If I have to fuck-pump air into his 
lungs — he'll be breathing.” 

“Colorful,” Schugart said. “Just make sure you leave no evidence. Nothing that 
leads back to this prison.” 

The guard entered to escort the prisoner to the Administrative Segregation Unit. 
“Don’t you worry about a thing, boss,” Wayne said. “Two weeks in the hole will set me 


right straight.” 
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PART ONE: THE SILO 


Chapter One 


Special Agent Alex Kahn from the Federal Bureau of Investigation stood at the 
door of the concrete bunker that capped the abandoned missile silo complex. He peered 
into the darkness. Chilled air drifted from the shaft that used to lead to an armed 
nuclear warhead, but was now the entryway to a reportedly gruesome crime scene. Kahn 
put his hand through the doorway and marveled at how it completely disappeared in the 
cold darkness. Because of the angle of the sun and the seamless construction of the 
bunker no light or heat penetrated the black, closet-sized rectangular opening. 

“They're bringing the equipment now,” Officer Sarah Bristol said, coming up 
beside him. She pointed to a police van maneuvering the access road’s many curves, 
taking its place at the end of a long line of blue and white police cars and dark blue 
government issued sedans. 

“Thank you.” Kahn stepped away from the bunker, rubbing his hands together. 

“And here is the information you requested.” Officer Bristol handed him a plastic 
coated file folder. Kahn opened the folder and ran a finger down the page, processing 
the information. He didn’t get very far before a ruckus coming from the squad cars 
grabbed his attention. He looked up and saw a large policeman, muscles bulging under 
his royal blue uniform, gesticulating wildly as the group of cops around him howled with 


laughter. Alex heard the large police man shout, “I gotta tell this to Sarah. 
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“Hey Sarah,” the giant called out, swaggering over to Officer Bristol. “Gus just 
called in to tell me about that bum we arrested for squatting behind the Landing. You’re 
not going to believe this —” 

“Paul!” Officer Bristol interrupted him before he said anything too offensive. She 
grabbed his arm and turned him to face the FBI agent. “I’d like you to meet Special 
Agent Alex Kahn, FBI.” 

Kahn breathed through his nose and prepared for the inevitable. The 
Brobdingnagian policeman stuck out his hand, and Kahn shook it. “Paul Wolfe,” the cop 
said. “Pleased to meet you.” 

Officer Wolfe had a grip like two cinderblocks coming together, separating, and 
coming together again. Kahn took the high road and broke away as soon as possible 
without exerting any pressure of his own. It was the same thing every time dealing with 
locals. They always wanted to measure up to the Feds. 

“You've seen the body?” Kahn asked, making a conscious effort not to rub his sore 
hand. 

“Yeah, I was the one who found it. Well, two punk kids found it while scavenging 
for scrap, but when they called it in, I went down there to verify.” 

“Yow re the one who took the clothes?” 

Officer Wolfe bristled. He hadn’t followed procedures — removing the victim’s 
clothes and wallet from the crime scene without first calling forensics, but he’d made the 
decision at the time, and so far, none of his superiors had called him on it. 

“Yes, I did,” Paul said. 

“And the wallet with Jeff Asbury’s driver’s license?” 


“That’s what it said.” 
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“Could you identify the body from the ID?” 

“No. I just assumed it was his because I’d found the clothes scattered about the 
place. The body was really fu — messed up bad. And I only had my Mag light, which 
wasn’t cutting it.” 

“Then TIl be joining you in the pit.” Kahn turned to Bristol and handed her the 
file, opened to a specific page. “Wayne White,” he said, “was arrested with Jeff Asbury in 
Dallas five years ago. They were accused of kidnapping, rape and murder. It says here 
Asbury escaped while he and Wayne were being transported to the Federal Penitentiary 
at Fort Worth.” 

“Sir?” Bristol didn’t follow. 

“Find out if Mr. White is still in Texas.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Kahn watched Bristol hurry away, Officer Wolfe at her heels. The technicians 
were still unloading equipment from the van so Agent Kahn wandered away from the 
bunker. He cut through the weeds and made his way to the top of the hill. As he stepped 
between two trees, a sweeping panoramic of Eastern Kansas came into view. Kahn 
ignored the rolling hills and lush greenery giving way to the Mondrian pattern of farm 
land. He focused, instead, on the concrete city of the Federal Penitentiary. From this 
distance, it was hard to make out specific details, but he recognized the dome — ivory 
white and gleaming in the sun — almost an exact replica of the dome on the Nation’s 
Capital. 

It struck him as ironic, but Kahn was less concerned with drawing parallels 
between politicians and convicts than he was with finding out what had happened to 


Jeff Asbury. He knew how the Bureau of Prisons operated — how they commonly 
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transferred troublesome prisoners to different facilities throughout the course of their 
incarceration. From reading the file, he had a pretty good idea that Wayne White was 
one such prisoner. But was Mr. White bad enough, Kahn wondered, to earn a transfer 


to the Hot House. 


KEKE 


The zipper on the orange, vinyl jumpsuit started at the crotch and ended at the 
neck. It made a comical sound when Kahn yanked it up. 

“There you go,” Officer Lawrence Spear said. A black man in his early thirties, 
Officer Spear had an easy smile and a friendly demeanor. His thin frame and narrow 
face gave him the impression of great height even though he was not quite six feet tall. 
“Now these.” He handed Kahn a set of heavy, rubber boots. 

Kahn slipped off his black patent leather shoes and stepped into the boots. They 
came up to the middle of his calf, causing the jumpsuit to bunch up below his knees. 

“And finally this.” Lawrence handed him an air filter face mask like a surgeon or a 
house painter would wear. 

“What the hell,” Officer Paul Wolfe exclaimed, coming around the side of the 
bunker. He walked bowlegged and tugged at the crotch of his too-small jumpsuit. 
“Nobody made me wear this shit the first time I went down there.” 

“Yeah, and LPD’s going to wind up with a workman’s comp claim when you start 
coughing up blood, too.” 


“Ah, bullshit.” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 11 


“Dude, there’s over a thousand miles of asbestos coated pipe down there. Not to 
mention the dioxides, forty years’ worth of rusted metal, and the residual contaminants 
from, oh, say, five hundred tons of rocket fuel.” 

“So what? I look like I should be selling orange juice.” Paul flexed a muscle and 
the sleeve pulled tight around his arm. 

“Actually, you look like a villain from The Running Man.” 

Paul laughed. “Ill be bahk,” he said, striking an action figure pose. 

“That was Terminator, not Running Man.” 

“No, he said itin Running Man too.” 

“He did not.” 

“Sure he did. He said it to Richard Dawson. Killian! I'll be back! Listen, yow’re not 
going to out-Schwarzenegger me, so don’t try.” 

“Are we ready?” Agent Kahn interrupted. Paul and Lawrence exchanged a look. 


“Let’s do it,” Lawrence said, donning his mask. 


xX XX 


“We sometimes find kids hanging out in this stairwell,” Officer Wolfe explained 
as he led the way down five flights of wrought-iron stairs. “Sometimes as far in as the 
control room. But I’ve never had to go all the way to the silo before today.” Even though 
they each carried handheld flashlights with the luminous power of a million candles, 
they still couldn’t pierce the all-encompassing darkness more than a few feet in any 


direction. Kahn aimed his at the wall and saw a solid collage of graffiti — mostly profane 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 12 


or self-aggrandizing statements of superiority, with the occasional occult symbol or 
foreign language script tossed into the mix. 

“They think this place is haunted,” Paul continued, “or cursed or some such. A 
great place to come sniff glue, smoke pot, or try to scare the pants off a girl. Once, I 
caught a group of boys actually trying to raise the devil down here.” 

“Raise the devil?” Kahn asked. “Is that a local colloquialism? 

Paul didn’t answer for a long moment. 

Eventually, Lawrence cleared his throat and said, “No, I think he meant literally 
trying to raise the devil. Like black magic, right Paul?” 

“The devil or a demon or something,” Paul started up again, back on track. “They 
were serious about it too. Had the robes, the candles.... They even had a live cat in a 
pillow case for the sacrifice.” 

“What happened to them?” Kahn asked. 

“I talked some sense into them and let ‘em go. They were just kids. I kept the cat 
though.” 

“You still have that cat?” Lawrence asked. 

“Sure I do. That cat loves me, man. I saved her from a fate worse than death!” 
Paul spoke the last part with all the drama of a Vincent Price movie. 

Lawrence chuckled politely and then announced, “Okay, Paul, be careful. It looks 
like we're at the control room.” They had reached the bottom of the stairwell. All three of 
them swung their flashlights around, taking in the room. 

It was circular, about forty feet in diameter. An elevator shaft marked the center. 
Hazardous looking junk littered the metal floor: broken pipes, chunks of concrete, bulky 


counsels and electrical equipment too large for the decades’ worth vandals to have 
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hauled out. Graffiti continued over from the stairwell and coated the walls. Kahn 
directed his beam towards the ceiling and saw a metal mesh, torn in places, covering a 
jumble of swollen, rusted pipes. Inverted funnel light fixtures hung from the mesh by 
thick, looping white cables apparently too tough for looters to cut through. 

A steel blast door lay at their feet: eighteen inches thick with a spinning wheel 
latch that must have weighed over a ton. Welcome to Ronald Ray Gun’s playhouse had 
been spray painted on its face. 

“One thing about this place,” Paul commented, breaking the silence. “Why is it 
nothing lives down here? I mean, not even a bug.” 

“Consider this,” Lawrence replied. “Those concrete walls are twelve feet thick. 
Not inches. Feet. The ventilation shaft has undoubtedly been clogged up for a very long 
time. The water down here is stagnant and assuredly toxic. Where we're standing right 
now is the only way into or out of this place. You see what I’m saying?” 

“Sealed off, huh?” 

“Yeah.” 

“You know what Sarah noticed?” Paul held the flashlight under his chin and 
made a spooky, pop-eyed face at Lawrence. “She said there is no life above ground 
either. Oooo00!” 

“No life?” Lawrence pointed his own flashlight right at Paul’s nose. Paul turned 
away to avoid being blinded. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Well, she just mentioned how, on the way here, she didn’t see any birds, insects, 
or squirrels. Nothing. It’s been almost forty years since this place closed but no grass, 


shrubs, trees, nothing will grow here. Spooky, huh?” 
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“You think so? I’d be more spooked if a tree was able to grow over, let’s see... 
about sixty feet of concrete.” 

Kahn noticed what appeared to be a vent high up on the wall and wandered over 
to have a closer look, leaving the two policemen to their philosophical discussion. 

“Well, what about the lack of wildlife?” Paul continued. “Sarah didn’t even see so 
much as a spider.” 

“Since when is entomology a required class at the police academy?” 

“Huh?” 

“Look, when we get back up top, I'll find Sarah a nice fat ant or something. Like I 
said, there is so much concrete under the ground here, the animals probably stay away 
because they can still sense the foreboding presence of man.” 

“You still taking classes at KCCC, Lawrence?” 

“No, it’s just common sense. So you don’t see any birds flying around here, and 
you ask yourself why, the first answer you come up with shouldn’t be evil hoodoo. The 
ghost of a nuclear warhead or something. 

“Be careful!” Lawrence exclaimed suddenly, directing the beam of his flashlight at 
Kahn’s feet. The FBI agent looked down at the circle of yellow light from Lawrence’s 
flashlight and saw the toe of his boot hanging over the edge of a ten inch chasm between 
the wall and the floor. 

“The floor doesn’t connect to the wall,” Lawrence explained. 

“Thank you,” Kahn said, stepping back. “How do you know so much about this 
place?” 

“T did some research.” Lawrence tried sounding casual, but he couldn’t keep the 


pride out of his voice. “It’s an Atlas F complex, built to survive anything save a direct hit 
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from a nuclear bomb. The floor is made up of metal platforms supported by massive 
springs. There used to be a rubber runner sealing it to the wall, but I assumed the 
rubber had rotted away by now. Looks like I was right.” 

“Is there anything else we should know?” 

“I guess it goes without saying to watch your step. Right now we’re on the second 
level of the control room. Below us are the living quarters, but you don’t want to visit 
them by way of a hole in the floor. And keep in mind, when we get to the actual missile 
silo, it is 150 feet to the bottom. Granted, about half of that is probably filled with water. 
But the water is certainly toxic and littered with debris. 

“So, brave Paul. Take us to the body.” 

“Man,” Paul groused, “nobody told me any of this the last time I came down 


here!” 


KEK 


They stepped from the access tunnel onto the catwalk circling the perimeter of 
the missile silo and the temperature dropped noticeably. Each man played their light 
beam at the honeycombed pattern of iron mesh on which they stood. The darkness 
swallowed the murky yellow lights almost immediately below their feet. 

“See, this is what I don’t like.” Lawrence directed his flashlight at the section of 
wall connected to the catwalk. The nuts, bolts, and metal plates responsible for keeping 
the platform from plunging into the abyss were thick and brown with rust. “And Td feel 


better if you’d step off this ledge Paul, with your big old self.” 
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Paul obliged, moving back into the mouth of the tunnel. “Nobody told me any of 
this!” 

“Where is the body?” Kahn asked. 

Paul swept his light to the left. “There. You see that lump?” The beam barely 
reached a pale, formless shape resting on the platform about a quarter of the way 
around the silo. 

“Why don’t I go first,” Lawrence suggested, “and you follow about five feet 
behind. I don’t want us both on the same section at the same time.” 

“What about me?” Paul asked. 

“You're what? 200 pounds?” 

“Give or take.” 

“You mind just waiting here?” 

“Suits me.” 

Lawrence took the lead, moving cautiously with the beam of his flashlight 
sweeping the area before his feet with every step. Kahn waited until the policeman was 
off the first section before following. Lawrence frequently called out conditions on the 
catwalk so that Agent Kahn was aware; holes, missing railings, and even one 
troublesome area where it was ‘a little wobbly’. Eventually Lawrence came to a stop, his 
flashlight no longer in motion. Kahn waited and then called out, “Officer Spear? Can I 
come ahead?” 

When there was no response, Kahn pointed his flashlight at the back of 
Lawrence’s head and asked again, “Officer Spear?” 

Lawrence Spear turned into the powerful beam of Kahn’s flashlight. His eyes 


were wide, cheeks sunk in, and his jaw hung open. 
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“My God,” he said, stepping aside to let Agent Kahn come ahead. 

Kahn approached the body and recalled Officer Wolfe’s assessment that the 
victim had been ‘really fu — messed up bad’ and considered that an egregious 
understatement. The nose was missing, as was the left eye. The lips had been torn off 
exposing only those few teeth which hadn’t been knocked out. The skin that wasn’t torn 
off or crusted over was the same white color as the teeth, the blood having long since 
drained from the body through the iron mesh of the catwalk into the toxic swamp below. 

The body itself was naked. Countless slashes crisscrossed the flesh in a 
meaningless pattern. A hole gapped where the heart should have been. The genitals had 
been viciously torn away. 

Kahn squatted and lifted the left arm. The tendon at the elbow had been slashed, 
so the arm buckled in unexpected directions. Kahn adjusted his grip and pointed the 
flashlight under the bicep. 

In the relatively undamaged flesh there he saw a tattoo; a naked woman sitting 
on an evil looking skull. 

So it was Jeff Asbury’s body. And he would never be able to tell Kahn what had 


happened to Elizabeth Flores. 
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Chapter Two 


They had reached an impasse. Gary Schugart, the warden of the Federal 
Penitentiary at Leavenworth, sat behind his sensible government desk and made a tent 
with his fingers. Agent Alex Kahn sat before him in one of the two guest chairs, his 
knuckles turning white from gripping the arm rests too hard. Just moments ago they 
had been arguing, raising their voices, on the verge of regressing to a childish shouting 
match. Now both men just glared across the desk — each waiting for the other to speak. 

The friction arose from Kahn’s request to speak to a prisoner named Wayne 
White. He wanted to interrogate the prisoner to find out if he’d had any contact with Jeff 
Asbury recently and, if so, did he know what Jeff Asbury had done with Elizabeth Flores, 
a young girl Asbury had been suspected of kidnapping. Warden Schugart informed 
Agent Kahn that prisoner White was in the Administrative Segregation Unit, isolated 
from all human contact as a form of punishment for bad behavior. 

Agent Kahn considered his request a reasonable exception to that rule. 

Warden Schugart disagreed. 

Agent Kahn cleared his throat. 

Warden Schugart folded his hands on top of the desk. 

The impasse stretched on. 

“I am going to file a complaint with the State Director,” Kahn said, rising to leave. 


“That is your prerogative,” Schugart replied. 
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Kahn marched to the door, grabbed the handle and yanked it open to find a pair 
of very surprised guards waiting there, one of whom had been holding the handle from 
the other side. 

“Whoa,” the guard said. “Take it easy. You almost pulled my arm off.” 

Kahn had intended to storm out of the office, slamming the door behind him, but 
instead had to clumsily maneuver around the two bulky guards. He conveyed his 
annoyance by looking down his nose and sneering at them. Once through the door, 
Kahn took large, purposeful strides away from Schugart’s office. 

“Have a nice day, sir,” the guard holding the door said to Kahn’s backside. 

“Troy,” Schugart addressed the guard. “Please come in. Close the door. This must 
be Robert Muncie.” The warden rose to greet his guests. Robert stepped forward and 
leaned over to shake hands. 

“Pleased to meet you, Warden,” Robert said. 

“Sit down.” The warden motioned to the padded leather chairs. “Would you like 
something to drink?” 

“No, thank you,” Robert said. He and Troy took their seats. 

“Was that the guy?” Troy hooked his thumb at the door. 

The warden’s heavy silver eyebrows knitted together and a dour expression 
crossed his face. “Yes, that was Special Agent Alex Kahn.” 

“What happened?” 

“Ah...” The warden made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “He insisted on 
seeing inmate White.” 


“But White’s in the hole — I mean the Administrative Segregation Unit.” 
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“That is what I tried to relate to Agent Kahn. He thought that I would make an 
exception to the rule.” 

“He doesn’t know you very well.” Troy smirked. 

“Indeed.” Schugart shifted in his chair. “And apparently he is no longer interested 
in touring our facility today so I won’t need your services as an escort this afternoon.” 

“He'll be back?” 

“Yes, next week. That’s when White is scheduled to be released from the 
Administrative Segregation Unit. Will you be available to escort Agent Kahn to a room 
where he can question inmate White?” 

“Sure.” 

“He also indicated that he wanted to look around the place. I trust you can guide 
him without difficulty?” 

“Oh yeah,” Troy nodded his head. “Don’t worry about a thing.” 

“Good. And you must be our new employee.” The warden turned his attention to 
Robert, focusing his deeply set, slate grey eyes on him. “I understand you were in 
Lansing for a while?” he asked. 

“Yes sir,” Robert answered. He didn’t sound exactly bored, sitting before the boss 
on the first day of work, but his voice was slow and steady, matching the casual 
indifference of his posture and expression. 

“And before that; Utah and Denver?” 

Robert nodded. 

“That was ADX Florence. Supermax. You were commended for discovering a 
drug pipeline into that supposedly secure prison.” 


It wasn’t a question so Robert didn’t elaborate. 
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“In fact, your record of rooting out contraband is very impressive. But you haven’t 
worked for the Bureau of Prisons for the past two years.” 

Robert picked a fuzz-ball from the knee of his new khaki guard uniform. Again, 
he didn’t find a question there so didn’t bother responding. 

“What brought you back to the family, Mr. Muncie?” 

“I needed a job.” Robert looked the warden dead in the eye, letting him know that 
he didn’t trade in bullshit. He knew from experience if you took bullshit away from the 
administrative staff of the BOP, most of them wouldn’t have enough currency to buy a 
stick of gum. And that went double for wardens. 

Schugart held his eyes and didn’t flinch. Time stretched. Robert blinked first. 

“It is our good fortune to have a man of your experience,” Schugart continued, 
“and I’m sure you'll fit in with our family.” 

Troy took that as an opening and stood to leave, tapping Robert on the arm to get 
him to follow. 

“Yes sir,” Troy said. “Robert here is already in the swing of things. He’s knows his 
way around the cons — inmates.” 

“Very good. Welcome aboard, Mr. Muncie.” The warden mounted a pair of 
reading glasses on his nose and tucked into some paperwork. Troy led Robert from the 


office. 


KKK 


Robert finished his cigarette and was leaving the break room when he bumped 


into his old friend Odus Augustine. They had worked together before in Utah and 
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Lansing and had been through enough to know that they could trust each other when 
bad shit went down in the galleries. Despite differences in age and race, Robert and 
Odus shared a unique world view that joined them like brothers. They both held the 
baseline assumption that any prisoner they came across — no matter what race, creed, or 
color — deserved a beating. Whether Robert or Odus actually delivered the beating 
themselves depended entirely upon the convict’s stupidity. 

Robert was still catching up with Odus when Troy entered the break room. 
Robert’s fifteen minutes had stretched into twenty-five and Troy called him out, 
standing in the doorway telling Robert it was time to get back to work. Robert said to 
Odus, “It’s the same bullshit everywhere,” and they parted company, promising to get 
together later. 

“You know you don’t come back from break on time, that means the other guy 
has to stay late,” Troy lectured as they walked through the rotunda on their way to Cell 
Block A. 

Robert didn’t reply. 

“Look, I’m not trying to come down on you. It’s just that you don’t want to get a 
reputation as a hack. You don’t want to be one of those guards who just shows up for a 
paycheck.” 

Robert’s face took on a disinterested expression. His eyes went dead and 
unfocused; his lips turned down as if by force of gravity alone. It was a trick he used to 
keep himself out of trouble. He found that if he mentally removed himself from these 
types of situations, he wouldn’t do or say anything that might cost him his job even 
though he had to listen to this asshole tell him not to become a hack. Robert Muncie a 


hack. Imagine that. 
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“That’s another thing,” Troy put a hand on Robert, pressing it into his chest. 
“That tough-guy look. I can’t believe you tried using that on the warden!” 

Robert looked down at the thick, hairy hand on his sternum and breathed 
through his nose. Careful... 

Sensing the tension swelling behind Robert’s breastbone, Troy took his hand 
away. “Warden Schugart’s forgotten more things about being a tough-guy than youl 
ever know,” he said. 

They started walking again, but now Troy’s tone was more respectful. “Listen, you 
seem to know what you're doing, and I don’t want to come off like I’m busting your balls 
or anything, but it looks to me you've got a problem with authority. And maybe that’s 
because you’ve had some bad experiences, but Warden Schugart is different. He sticks 
up for the guards who do good work. I mean he'll back them all the way. Just look at me 
— did you know I was shot five times last year on disciplinary charges? For unprovoked 
violence against prisoners.” 

Troy tried to impress him, using the prison slang ‘shot’ instead of ‘written up’. 

“And what did Schugart do about it? Promoted me to line officer. He knows good 
work when he sees it.” 

Robert considered this. Pretty much all ‘abused’ convicts threatened to ‘tell the 
world’ about their mistreatment. But if the con actually had a mouthpiece with access to 
media and the warden still stood up for his guard? That would definitely put Schugart in 
a league by himself. Most of the wardens Robert had known would gleefully hand the 
accused guard over to the wolves rather than risk bad publicity. 

“Just give him a chance,” Troy concluded. “He’s not like other wardens” 


“Yeah,” Robert said, “we'll see.” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 24 


Troy laughed it off. “Just don’t get a reputation as a hack, is all,” Troy slapped a 
hand on Robert’s shoulder and gave a friendly squeeze. “Warden Schugart doesn’t like 
hacks.” 

“TIl remember that,” Robert said, resisting the urge to grab Troy’s hand and twist 
it until the arm popped from its socket. No point in making enemies the first week on 
the job. Not when he had a teenage daughter at home who, let’s face it, wasn’t going to 


be getting any academic scholarships to college. 


KKK 


“Ouch!” Julie Muncie complained, “Youre on my.... Your elbow is on my hair!” 

Trevor Wolfe grunted and rolled off Julie’s naked body. He had just finished 
ejaculating, leaving Julie unfulfilled, but glad nonetheless that her hair was no longer 
being pulled out by the roots. Trevor retrieved his still burning cigarette from the lamp- 
stand next to his bed — it had barely gone down at all since he’d set it aside before 
‘making love’. Julie leaned over him, her nipples brushing his chest, grabbed the box of 
Marlboros and lighter and fired up. She lay back and blew smoke at the ceiling. This 
must be what old people sex is like, she thought. 

Still, you couldn’t fault her for trying. Even today she had attempted to spice 
things up by putting lipstick on Trevor’s erect penis; draw a little face on it. He told her 
to quit fucking around and then pushed her on her back. Trevor may be the toughest guy 
in school, but as a lover.... 

Julie decided she absolutely had to break up with him, for real this time, before 


he ruined her senior year. It was October already, Halloween just around the corner. 
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Halloween. Shit, Halloween was supposed to be fun! She wanted to dress up like a sexy 
witch, or a vampire — get freaky in a graveyard — do something wild, but that wasn’t 
gonna happen with Missionary Joe here. 

Julie turned her head and looked at Trevor’s profile. His face had character, no 
question, with his long, slim nose and curvy lips. Jesus, those lips were sexy. Almost like 
a girl’s. Too bad he only used them to sneer and suck cigarettes. He had good hair, too, 
thick and black. And there was no denying the intensity of his dark eyes. 

She remembered the look of revulsion in those eyes the time she’d asked him to 
go down on her. 

Yeah, it was a shame, but she would have to say goodbye to Trevor Wolfe before 
October ended. 

Suddenly the front door slammed open and a loud voice called out, “Trevor! Yo, 
Trevor! Get your ass up here!” It was the voice of Paul Wolfe — legendary troublemaker 
turned policeman and Trevor’s older brother. 

Julie’s heart raced and she snatched a blanket around her body. Trevor muttered 
an obscenity and leapt for the door, locking it with a twist. 

Heavy, thundering footsteps came down the stairs and Julie watched in horror as 
the knob turned. Then a fist pounded hard against the wood. “Shit,” the voice from the 
other side of the door said. “Open the goddamn door, Trev!” 

By now, Trevor had stepped into his pants and was rummaging around for a 
shirt. 

“I know youre in there, little brother. Don’t make me kick the door down.” 

“Hold on!” Trevor yelled, sounding a little hysterical. He pulled a solid black t- 


shirt over his lanky torso and motioned for Julie to hide under the blankets. He waited 
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with his hand on the knob until Julie had burrowed in, and then he unlocked the door, 
stepped out of the room, and slammed the door behind him. 

“What were you doing in there, Trev? Hunh?” Paul started the interrogation. 

“What the fuck do you want?” 

“You smell like an ashtray.” 

“Shit.” 

“Were you jacking off? I wouldn’t blame you, if you were. What with you being so 
cute....” 
“Don’t touch me — stop!” 
“You doing dope in there?” 
“Paul, I swear to God. Hey! Stay out of my —” 
Julie heard the sound of a tussle, complete with bodies being slammed up against 
the outside wall and lots of cursing — mostly from Trevor. Julie got out of bed, wrapped 
the sheet in a hurried toga, and opened the closet to hide. Too many clothes and piles of 
junk — no room. She thought about under the bed, but there was too much garbage and 
filth on the floor — no way. She stood against the wall and hoped for the best. 

“All right, shit, Beaver!” Julie heard Paul laugh from the other side of the wall — 
just inches away from where she stood. “I won’t go in your room. Besides, I find out 


you re doing dope, and Id have to arrest you. And I would hate to put mom through 


that.” 

“What the fuck are you doing here anyway?” 

“T came to talk to you about mom. She called the other day, said she was worried 
about you.” 


“Stupid fucking —” 
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“Hey, watch it....” 

The voices faded as the brothers went upstairs. Julie relaxed and let the sheet fall 
from her shoulders. Now came the hard part — finding her garments. She sorted through 
the mess of Trevor’s clothes which consisted exclusively of denim and cotton of the 
black, white, and shades of gray variety, and thought about the older brother. 

Stories of Paul Wolfe’s hell-raising high school exploits had been passed down to 
each new crop of freshmen for years. Ironic, now that he had become a police officer. 
Trevor obviously acted tough because he felt he had to measure up to his brother’s 
legacy. 

Julie found her underwear bunched together on top of the dresser. As she 
strapped herself into her bra, she wondered what it would be like with a man who didn’t 
have to act tough all the time. She pulled up her panties wondering if Paul Wolfe had 


ever gone down on a woman. 
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Chapter Three 


Officer Sarah Bristol finished clasping the top button of her uniform. She used 
both hands to smooth out the wrinkles, running them over the swell of her breasts, 
down her flanks, and then tugged on the fabric where it bunched up around the over- 
sized belt. Another hand came in from the right and rubbed her breast. 

“Hey!” Sarah exclaimed, slapping the hand away. 

“Just trying to help,” Officer Paul Wolfe said, an innocent look on his face, sitting 
in the passenger’s side of their squad car. 

“Oh, you’ve helped enough already,” Sarah scolded. She tilted the rearview mirror 
and inspected her appearance. She normally didn’t wear makeup on duty but, because 
she knew she would be riding with Paul, she had decided to go with red lipstick and 
black eyeliner today. The lipstick was all but gone now, rubbed off by their furious and 
sloppy kissing. Sarah used the back of her hand to scrub away the pinkish tint from 
around her mouth. The eyeliner had also smeared a little, leaving black smudges on her 
cheeks and a thin line on her forehead. Forehead? Sarah wondered about that while she 
licked her thumb and rubbed the mascara away. One last look to be sure there were no 
telltale signs of the quickie she’d just had with Paul Wolfe — doing it standing against a 
tree a few feet away from where they had parked the squad car off the side of a lonely 
country road. 

Better than coffee and donuts anyway. 

Sarah sat back, exhaled, and turned the key to start the engine. “Ready to roll?” 


she asked. 
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Paul forced his massive upper body over the center console, smothering Sarah’s 
mouth with his, filling it with tongue, wrapping an arm around her and crushing her 
into the black leather seat. Something on his belt pushed buttons on the radio, polluting 
the car with a high pitched electronic whine. 

After a good long moment, Paul broke away, allowing Sarah to breath. He 
returned to his seat, calmly pulled the seatbelt across his chest, and said, “Okay, let’s 
roll.” 

Sarah put the car in gear and drove away from their secluded spot, her entire 
body tingling. She pulled back on to the road already thinking of ways to get even with 


Paul for that last one. 


KEKE 


They patrolled the lower income trailer-park neighborhoods in the hills of North 
Leavenworth. Nothing was happening. Paul used the radio to call in their position, chit 
chat with dispatch, and made arrangements to meet another car for coffee at Daylight 
Donuts after shift. They drove in companionable silence. Sarah glanced over and saw 
Paul looking out the window, gazing up at the stars. The word ‘sweet’ had never been 
used to describe Officer Paul Wolfe. He was just too big, too loud, and he had the most 
intimidating ‘cop swagger’ on the force. But every once in a while, Sarah Bristol caught 
him with his guard down; like now, his face bathed in moonlight, childish and innocent, 


looking sweet. 
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“Watch out!” Paul hollered. Sarah saw a man appear from out of nowhere, 
ghostly white in high-beam headlights. She cranked the wheel hard left and came 
skidding to a stop sideways in the middle of the road. 

By the time she’d calmed down enough to pry her fingers from the steering wheel, 
Paul was already out of the car. She looked out the window and saw him jogging up the 
road with his hand on the grip of his revolver. 

“Dammit Paul,” Sarah said. She unbuckled her seatbelt, opened the door and 
stepped out of the car with rubbery legs. 

“Paul?” Sarah called, hesitantly at first, and then with a touch of panic as she ran 
to where she had last seen him. “Paul!” 

“Hey,” a voice startled her from behind. She spun around, pulling her gun 
halfway from its holster. Paul stood off the side of the road, his hands raised in the air. 

“Shit!” Sarah pushed her gun back down. 

“Check the other side will you,” Paul pointed at the wall of trees on the far side of 
the road. “He couldn’t have gotten far.” 

Still hyped up on adrenaline, Sarah paced the shoulder, looking frantically for any 
sign of the mysterious man. Stop it, she told herself. Calm down and focus. She took a 
moment to slow her heart rate to something less than hummingbird speed and walked 
through the shrubbery and undergrowth to where the tree line started. She paced the 
line for a while, scanning for a trail or a break where a man could hide, but found 
nothing. 


“Paul!” she called out. “Anything?” 
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“Nothing!” came the reply. By unspoken mutual consent, Sarah and Paul stopped 
searching and met in the middle of the road. “Where the hell did he go?” Paul asked, 
turning around 360 degrees. 

“He came out of nowhere,” Sarah said, moving closer to Officer Wolfe. 

“Went back to nowhere too,” Paul replied. Twenty yards ahead their cruiser filled 
the road, high-beams white-washing the color from a large section of foliage. There was 
nothing behind them but black asphalt and trees. The night was silent save for the faint 
radio static coming from their car. 

“Jesus,” Sarah put a hand on Paul’s arm. “Where is he?” 

“Gone,” Paul shrugged. 

“You want to turn the car around? Use the headlights to find him?” 

“Nah.” 

“We could get some more cars up here, do a real search?” 

“What for? He’s gone.” 

“Yeah, but who was he? What was he doing out here?” 

“I don’t know. Probably some drunk from the Cody Coral Trailer Park, out for an 
evening stroll.” 

“If he was a drunk, you’d think we could find him.” 

“You never know with drunks.” Back at the car now, Paul went to the passenger’s 
side. “They have a way of turning invisible when cops are around.” 

“He sure wasn’t invisible when I almost ran into him.” 

The key was in the ignition, engine still on. Careless, Sarah admonished herself. 

She turned to Paul. “I didn’t even get a good look at him. He was there and then he was 


gone.” 
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“I saw him pretty good.” 

“What did he look like?” 

“Just some asshole,” Paul said, buckling up. “Looked like he just walked out of a 
trailer home. Or a prison cell. Forget about it, let’s roll.” 

Sarah put the car in reverse, got it pointed back towards town and stepped on the 
gas. If Paul wasn’t going to worry about it, Sarah decided, neither would she. But, man, 
it sure was creepy — one minute the guy is right there on the road, big and white, almost 


under the wheels — the next minute, poof! Gone. 
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Chapter Four 


Robert saw something wrong as soon as he turned onto Oakdale drive. His house 
stood fourth on the left, slightly off-set from the others due to the curvature of the street. 
At first Robert thought it was a trick of the light; the hazy sun playing with the unwieldy 
branches of the Oak tree in his front yard, casting odd shadows on his house. When he 
pulled into the driveway, however, he saw that it wasn’t shadows; it was spray paint. 

Robert grabbed his coffee and stepped out of the truck. He drank the lukewarm 
beverage as he circled his house, inspecting the damage. A pentagram, about five feet in 
diameter and painted in black, adorned the side of his house. In the geometric sections 
of the pentagram, odd symbols had been spray painted in red. Next to the living room 
window a sloppy goat’s head — recognizable only by the horns — had been rendered in 
black with dripping red almonds for eyes. Other nonsensical symbols had been spray- 
painted haphazardly across the front of the house in both black and red. 

A dead crow had been nailed to the front door by the wings, making it look as if it 
were in flight. Blood from the crow had congealed on the Welcome mat. 

More graffiti circled the trunk of the Oak tree, most of it meaningless to Robert. It 
vaguely reminded him of the symbols on the album cover of Led Zeppelin IV. 

A word had been burned into the front yard grass: ‘Julie’. Robert bent down to 
inspect the charred earth, rubbing it between his fingers. It felt oily and smelled like 
lemon. Poor man’s napalm, he suspected, gasoline mixed with dishwashing liquid. One 


of the reasons prisoners are not allowed liquid soap. 
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Robert straightened up, wiping his hands on his trousers. He continued around 
the house, noticing more ambiguous vandalism on the other side. The back yard was 
clean, however, with no markings around the kitchen windows or master bedroom. 
Robert did find, lying on the ground under his daughter’s bedroom window, a figurine 
made of twigs, dead grass, and red clay. It was doll shaped, formed and held together by 
wicker ties. Robert picked it up and carried it with him to the front yard. 

Robert stood on his doorstep, the crude voodoo doll in hand, and took it all in as 
he finished his coffee. He opened the door — careful not to disturb the crow or step on 
the soiled Welcome mat — and entered his house. He set the doll on the partition 
separating the dining from the living room and walked down the hall. 

“Hey Julie,” he said, knocking on her door. “Time to get up.” 

Robert returned to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee brewing. He lit a 
cigarette and waited for his daughter, listening to the sounds of running water and 
plodding footsteps as Julie got ready for school. 

When the coffee finished brewing, he poured himself a cup and lighted another 
cigarette. He waited. 

As he poured his second cup, Julie stepped into the kitchen dressed and ready for 
school. She wore a sleeveless white button down shirt over a midnight black slip and 
tight blue jeans. A denim jacket finished the ensemble. Her airy, blow-dried hair framed 
her face in a cloud of soft, chestnut brown. She didn’t say a word as she took a bowl from 
the cupboard. 

Robert let her sit down and pour milk over her cereal before saying, “Looks like 


your boyfriend was here last night.” 
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Julie stopped cold. She had always been very careful to keep the details of her 
personal life away from her father. Was it possible he knew about Trevor? Maybe 
someone had seen them out together and it had gotten back to him. She knew prison 
guards were worse than old hags when it came to gossip. 

“T don’t have a boyfriend,” Julie said, once again relying on dishonesty being the 
best policy. 

“Well somebody left you a present. It’s outside. On the front yard.” Robert leaned 
back and studied his daughter for a reaction. She dipped a spoon into her Honeycombs 
and arched an eyebrow. Robert lipped his cigarette. Julie let go of the spoon and left the 
table. 

Robert finished his coffee and third cigarette of the day. 

Julie returned looking pale, visibly shaken, with wide eyes. 

“You want to tell me who did that?” Robert asked. 

Julie shook her head and leaned against the partition for support. She noticed the 
wicker voodoo doll sitting there and recoiled away from it. 

“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you.” Robert stood up and grabbed the doll. “Your 
boyfriend left this under your window.” 

“Jesus Christ....” Julie staggered into the kitchen and collapsed on her chair. 

“Just give me his name, Julie,” Robert insisted, sitting down next to her. 

“Daddy, I don’t know!” she gasped. 

Daddy.... Robert softened. He reached out to touch Julie’s shoulder but stopped 
himself. “Who do you think?” 

She shook her head in disbelief. Her eyes watered over, tears spilling down her 


cheeks. Robert sat back and rubbed his chin. He was very tired and wasn’t looking 
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forward to cleaning this mess up, but without a name he couldn’t go after the kid or kids 
responsible. He assumed his daughter would know who it was, and, although she 
wouldn’t want to tell him — she distrusted him more than any prisoner he’d ever 
guarded — he could persuade her with his own inimitable parenting style to give up a 
name. But she looked genuinely scared, gazing at the wicker doll, chewing on her lip, 
wiping her nose with the back of her arm. Robert couldn’t remember the last time he’d 
seen anything but an expression of annoyance on his daughter’s face and he didn’t really 
know how to handle it. 

“Hey, Julie?” Robert scooped up the doll in his hands, breaking her 
concentration. “Anything you can tell me? Anything at all?” 

“I swear, Daddy,” Julie sniffled, “I don’t know ANYbody who would do this!” 

“What was that boy’s name? You used to go with him last summer?” 

“Who?” 

“The idiot. The one with the Camaro, always wore those satanic t-shirts?” 

“Satanic t-shirts?” 

“Skulls and devils and shit all over,” Robert gestured with his hands, trying to jog 
her memory. 

“No, it wasn’t him.” 

“Well, just... what was his name?” 

“He moved. He’s in Germany now.” 

“Then who else?” 

“T don’t know!” Julie cried. She pushed away from the table and ran to her room. 

Robert crushed the wicker doll in his massive hands, pulverizing the twigs and 


hay into a dusty pile of debris. Stupid fucking kids, he thought. 
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Chapter Five 


Special Agent Alex Kahn sat on a bench next to the entrance of the Federal 
Penitentiary at Leavenworth, waiting. He craned his neck and looked up, over 150 feet, 
to the top of the concave dome over the rotunda. He stood and walked around the 
perimeter, the clacking of his shoes against the tile floor was the only sound. 

He wound up back at the bench, sat down, and waited some more. 

At 3:00, two hours after his scheduled appointment, a guard entered the rotunda, 
pointed at him and wiggled his finger. “Let’s go,” the guard said. 

Agent Kahn followed the guard down the administrative hallway, past the dining 
room, and outside into the yard. The prison yard was sectioned off by a dizzying 
labyrinth of chain link fences topped with razor wire. Kahn figured it was designed to 
corral the prisoners during a disturbance, like cattle on a ranch, but was damned if he 
could make sense of how it worked. The chain link corridors zigzagged hither and yon, 
connecting at odd angles, with open sections showing up randomly and without 
apparent symmetry. Kahn saw groups of prisoners playing basketball, lifting weights, 
and roaming around. But because of the overlapping fences, he had no idea how close 
they really were. 

He couldn't worry about it too much, however, because his escort moved through 
the maze fast and didn’t seemed concerned with whether Kahn kept pace or dropped 
dead. 

They stopped at a small brick outpost located behind cellblocks A and C. The sign 


over the door read “Storage”, but the building had been converted to a temporary 
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holding facility — the windows were bricked over and an imposing steel door had been 
installed at the entryway. The guard buzzed them in. He took his time chatting with the 
sentry as he filled out the paperwork necessary to allow inmate 35-4754 — Wayne White 
— a visitor. 

Finally the guard led Kahn down a stark hallway to a room where Mr. White sat 
behind a folding table. 

Kahn recognized the face from the file and was once again struck by how 
ineffective dossiers are for preparing to meet sadistic criminals. He knew Wayne White 
was a short man; 5’ 5”, 130 pounds, with brown hair (shaved bald), dark brown eyes, 
and numerous tattoos on his arms, torso, and neck; but the file said nothing about the 
sense of menace and unease that filled a room occupied by Mr. White. 

The room itself was small, slightly larger than a walk-in closet, and furnished 
with a card table and three folding chairs. Kahn took the chair across from Wayne while 
the guard took the third chair and sat directly in front of the door. 

“Special Agent Alex Kahn of the FBI,” Wayne smiled and extended his hand. “So 
nice to meet you.” 

Kahn had assumed a criminal with Wayne White’s record would be restrained 
whenever exposed to people from the outside. The fact that he wore no handcuffs or 
ankle chains indicated carelessness on behalf of the prison guard. Kahn refused to shake 
hands and met Mr. White’s amused expression with severe authority. 

“When was the last time you had contact with Jeff Asbury?” 

Wayne fluttered his outstretched hand and laughed. “Yeah, the pleasure is all 
mine, Special Agent Alex Kahn.” He hooked an arm over the back of his chair and 


smirked. “Kahn. You don’t look Muslim to me.” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 39 


“Jeff Asbury was your partner during the years of 1995 through 1999 —” 

“Shit, you make it sound like we was married.” 

“You specialized in robbing convenience stores.” 

“Nothing special about that. That was just for money.” 

“What happened to all that money?” 

“All that money? Shit. How much money you think you get from robbing 
convenience stores?” 


“Where did you hide the money?” 


“Oh, I found a gooooood place to hide all that money.” Wayne White leaned 
forward and ducked his chin, speaking now in a dramatic, conspiratorial tone. “I buried 
it all in an abandoned missile silo not far from here.” 

Kahn hadn’t been prepared for that. Wayne White burst out laughing when he 
saw the expression on the FBI man’s face. 

Gathering his wits, Kahn looked at the guard leaning back in his chair, the two 
front legs off the ground. “How long has the prisoner been in isolation?” he asked. 

“Don’t know,” the guard said. 

“Could you find out for me?” 

The guard didn’t move. 

“Now?” 

The guard set his chair down and sighed. “I'll have to go ask, but I can’t let you 
stay here alone with the convict.” 

“TIl wait outside the door.” 


The guard considered this and then said, “No, you'll have to wait in the lobby, 


away from the prison population.” 
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“Forget it.” Kahn returned his attention to Wayne White. “Who told you about 
Jeff Asbury’s murder?” 

“Oh no!” Wayne White popped his eyes and circled his lips in a surprised ‘O’ 
shape. “Has my partner in crime come to a bad end?” 

“When was the last time you communicated with Jeff Asbury?” 

“Let me tell you something about Jeff Asbury.” Wayne White’s voice became hard 
and cold. His eyes narrowed into hate-filled slits. “He was a cunt and a fag and a snitch. 
Normally, Td say killing was too good for him, but, well.... You saw the crime scene, 
didn’t you Special Agent Kahn?” 

Kahn did not reply so Wayne White continued, “He got what he deserved.” 

“Who killed him?” Kahn asked. 

Wayne White looked him straight in the eyes and said, “I did.” Then, after a 
prolonged pause, the prisoner cracked a crooked smile and tapped his temple. “In my 
mind. Man, over the years, I must have killed that faggot a million times in my mind. 
Hey, maybe I’ve got psychic powers! Maybe I can make things happen just by thinking 
about it.” 

Wayne White pushed his fingers against his forehead, shut his eyes tight, and 
hummed, concentrating like a bad magician. 

He snapped his eyes opened and exclaimed, “Yow’re still alive? Well, goddamn it. 
I guess I can’t make dreams come true.” 

The guard snickered. Wayne White turned his attention towards him. “You’re 
new here. Robert Muncie, ain’t it? I hear yow’re a real cop on the gallery.” 


The guard leaned way back and stared at Wayne White with hooded eyes. 
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“I heard you shot Josh Krammer for having cookies in his locker. And Gerald 
Cunningham for giving Joe Zidack a tattoo. Shot Joe for it too,” Wayne White 
continued. 

“You hear a lot for a guy in the hole,” the guard replied. 

“Yeah, and it sounds like yov’re causing a lot of unnecessary trouble for my 
friends. We’re going to have to put a stop to that.” 

“Aren’t you a little small to be talking so big?” 

“Yeah, I’m small. And I can’t kill people with my mind yet, but I reckon I can still 
teach a cop a thing or two about how things are run in my gallery.” 

“Looks like itd be a pretty short lesson,” the guard smirked, lacing his fingers 
behind his head. 

Kahn noticed Wayne White’s body language: coiled and tense, both feet planted 
firmly on the ground, shoulders hunched up around the neck, ready to strike. He looked 
at the guard lounging back, balancing on two legs of the chair, indolent and relaxed. Not 
a care in the world. 

Who is this fool? Kahn thought. 

“What can you tell me about Jeff Asbury’s murder?” Kahn spoke louder, trying to 
regain control of the conversation. 

“Special Agent Kahn,” Wayne White addressed the FBI man, relaxing his slight 
shoulders with a mighty shrug. “What’d you do? Take a Muslim name when you 
converted?” 

“Tm not Muslim,” Kahn said and immediately regretted it. Divulging any 
personal information to a prisoner was strictly amateur hour. “I’m Federal Bureau of 


Investigation,” Kahn said, trying to bluster his way past the slip-up. “Now: who told you 
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Jeff Asbury had been murdered? How did you know where his body was? Have you ever 
heard the name ‘Elizabeth Flores’?” 

“Not Muslin, huh?” Wayne White ignored the barrage of questions and started 
with his own. “Christian? Mormon? Not Jewish? Shit, Hindu? Oh, don’t tell me an 
atheist! That is so sad, not having any religion at all. How do you get through the days, 
not having anything to worship?” 

Kahn looked at his hands, and then back at the prisoner. He realized he had 
absolutely no leverage here. He could offer no reward nor exact any punishment to get 
Wayne White to talk. 

Unless Mr. White wanted to. 

“You said Jeff Asbury ‘got what he deserved’,” Kahn softened his voice. “What did 
he do to you that was so horrible?” 

Wayne White laughed. “Yeah, okay, Agent Kahn. Hey, maybe after we talk about 
ol’ Jeffy, I can tell you about my relationship with my momma, my childhood, why I’m 
so angry all the time.” 

So much for psychology. 

Robert Muncie leaned forward, the two front legs of his chair hitting the tiled 
floor with a thud. “Five more minutes,” he told the FBI man. 

Kahn studied the inmate, pondering his next move. He momentarily locked eyes 
with Wayne White. The prisoner’s irises grew darker under scrutiny, turning almost as 
black as his pupils. Looking into those onyx stones, Kahn was taken back to the missile 
silo and the absolute darkness of the pit from which they had recovered Jeff Asbury’s 
remains. The grid of florescent light bulbs overhead reflected in Wayne White’s inky 


pupils and Kahn remembered how Jeff Asbury’s bloodless corpse glowed under the 
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flashlight’s beam surrounded by the darkness of the missile silo. He felt a bug with many 
cold and prickly legs crawl up his spine. 

“Hard to get through the days, ain’t it, Agent Kahn? When you don’t believe in 
anything?” 

Kahn stood up abruptly. “Let’s go,” he said to the guard. 

“Allah Akbar, Special Agent Alex Kahn,” Wayne White said. “And I'll be seeing 
you on the gallery, Robert Muncie.” 

The guard closed the door on Wayne White’s smiling face. He motioned for Kahn 
to walk ahead of him, down the hall to the security door. Before they reached the end he 
asked, “What do you want to know?” 

“Excuse me? 

“From that asshole. What information are you trying to get?” 

“Why?” 

“Maybe I can get it for you.” 

“What do you mean? You have informants?” 

“Informants?” The guard almost chocked on the word. “No. 

“Are you looking for a name?” he continued. “You think he’s talking to somebody 
outside? What?” 

“You're going to beat it out of him, is that it?” 

The guard didn’t reply. His face went slack and his soft brown eyes lost focus, 
looking right past Kahn like he wasn’t even there. 

Kahn said, “No, thank you,” and waited at the door to be let out of the 


Administrative Segregation Unit. 
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Chapter Six 


Trevor Wolfe stood waiting by Stephanie’s car after school. Julie saw him there — 
ratty jeans, dark blue t-shirt, one dirty tennis shoe propped against the back bumper, 
hands in pockets, a cigarette dangling from his curvy lips — and said, “Shit.” 

“Why don’t you just break up with him already?” Stephanie complained. 

“Tm waiting for the right time.” 

Stephanie rolled her eyes. Julie adjusted her demeanor; smiled, raised her chin, 
and strutted towards her boyfriend. She felt sexy as the wind played with her hair. She 
reached Trevor, put her hands on his hips, and leaned up to kiss him, tasting the smoke 
on his lips. 

Trevor broke the kiss and pushed her away. 

“What’s this I hear about you being marked for a satanic sacrifice?” 

Julie laughed it off. “It’s nothing, just some prank.” 

“Some prank?” Trevor arched an eyebrow. “How come you didn’t tell me about 
this prank? How come I had to hear it from Daniel? The whole fucking school knew 
about it before me.” 

“T didn’t want to upset you.” 

“Upset me? I’m not upset. I am going to kill whoever fucking did it, but ’'m not 
upset. I just want to know why you didn’t tell me. A satanic sacrifice.... That’s something 
you’d think you’d tell your boyfriend about.” 

“Come on Julie.” Stephanie unlocked the car’s doors. “We've got to go.” 


“Tm taking her,” Trevor replied without even looking at Stephanie. 
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“I thought you had to work?” Julie asked. 

“Fuck work.” 

Julie’s smile faltered. 

“Just get in the car, Julie,” Stephanie whined. 

“Go ahead without me,” Julie took Trevor’s hand and pulled him away. “TI call 
you later.” 

Stephanie muttered a string of profanities. She got in her car and drove away. 

Stephanie just doesn’t understand, Julie thought. Sometimes being with a jerk is 
better than being alone. 

When they reached Trevor’s car, he released Julie’s hand and she walked around 
to the passenger’s side where she waited for him to unlock the doors. She climbed into 
the bucket seat. Trevor gave her an angry look. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

Here we go, Julie thought. 

“T didn’t tell you because it was no big deal. It wasn’t even worth mentioning.” 

“You mentioned it to everybody else.” 

“Just my girlfriends. I can’t be responsible if they tell everybody.” 

Trevor put both hands on the steering wheel and squeezed. “I am going to find 
out who did it.” 

“You don’t really need to.” 

Trevor pulled out of the parking lot and they drove for a while in silence. At a 
stoplight on 4th street he gripped the steering wheel with white knuckled fists. 

“Tm not going to let anybody fuck with my girl,” he snarled. 


Hey, grrrrrrreat, Julie thought. 
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“Your dad is at work, right?” Trevor asked, turning on the street that would take 
them to Julie’s house. 

“Yeah,” she said, and then remembered the nightmarish landscaping waiting for 
her there and reached over to grab Trevor’s thigh. “But I don’t want to go home.” She 
moved the hand up, cupping the crotch of his jeans in her palm. 

“Why not?” Trevor pushed her hand down to his knee. “Your dad’s not there and 
it’s closer.” 

“Td rather go to your house. I like it better.” 

Trevor shrugged and turned the car around. Julie sighed, gave Trevor’s knee a 
grateful squeeze. She folded her hands in her lap. Truth be told, she hated Trevor’s dank 
basement bedroom, but anything was better than the satanic house of horrors on 
Oakdale Street. 

Trevor saw the Thunderbird in the driveway of his house as they pulled up and 
said, “Goddamnit.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“My brother.” 

“Oh.” 

Trevor kept driving, right past his house. 

“Is he going to be there long?” Julie asked. 

“T don’t know.” 

“He’s a cop, right?” 

Trevor didn’t answer so Julie continued, “Maybe I can ask him about the 
vandalism at my house.” 


Trevor cut his eyes towards her. “You said it was no big deal.” 
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“It’s not. It’s just that, I was thinking, maybe he’s seen something like it before. 
Maybe he knows who did it.” 

“TII find out who did it.” 

“Yeah, but maybe Paul has experience.” 

“I said I'll take care of it.” 

Trevor turned the car around in a cul-de-sac. Julie looked out the side window as 
they passed his house again. She wondered what the older brother was doing behind the 
red brick facade of that two-story, raised ranch style home. Probably waiting for Trevor; 
wanting to kick his ass because he’d done something stupid. She wouldn’t mind seeing 
that — Trevor getting his ass kicked. Nobody in High School would dare, but from what 
she’d seen and heard about Paul Wolfe, he could stomp his little brother with one hand 
tied behind his back. No matter how tough Trevor acted, he would always be Paul 
Wolfe’s Little Brother. 

“How old is Paul?” Julie asked. 

“What? Why?” Trevor sounded and looked annoyed by the question. 

“I was wondering how old you had to be to be a cop.” 

“Twenty three.” 

“You mean you have to be twenty three to join the cops, or he is twenty three 
now?” 

“He is twenty three. I don’t fucking know how old he was when he joined the 
cops. Jesus.” Trevor turned up the radio — classic rock, fossil rock, Bad Company boring 
the shit out of everybody with the gazillionth airing of their eponymous song. 

Julie nodded and did the math in her head. Paul Wolfe was only six years older 


than her. 
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Not bad, considering Trevor acted sixty-six years older than she was. 

Julie wanted to ask Trevor more questions about Paul; where he lived, what shift 
he worked, if he had a girlfriend, etc., but decided against it. Trevor was already pissed 
off and she didn’t want to antagonize him further. Besides, she could always use the 
vandalism as an excuse to call the cops. From there a few discrete inquiries about Officer 
Paul Wolfe should get her what she needed to know. 

Ah shit! The Vandalism! Julie had forgotten all about it and now they were in her 
subdivision, almost to her house. Her heart raced as Trevor turned on Oakdale. 

“Trevor, I...,” she started, but couldn’t think of a way to stop him from taking her 
home without sounding chicken-shit. 

As they pulled up into her driveway, Julie was surprised to find every trace of last 
night’s vandalism covered over. The house had a new coat of paint, the tree trunk was 
white-washed, the crow and Welcome mat were gone, and even the grass had been re- 
sod. 

Thank you, Daddy! Julie breathed a sigh of relief. You’re still a jerk, but thank 
you, Daddy! 

“Where’s all the satanic shit?” Trevor asked. 

“My dad must have covered it up,” Julie beamed, scampering out of the car. “Isn’t 
it great?” 

Trevor stayed in the car. 

“Don’t you want to come in?” Julie asked, feeling giddy with relief. 

“No,” Trevor said, putting the car in reverse. “I’ve got things to do.” 

“You're not still mad at me are you?” Julie squatted by the driver’s side and gave 


Trevor the full effect of her hopeful, beautiful brown eyes. 
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“Tm not mad,” he relented a little. 

“So why don’t you come in? My dad’s not home.” 

“T told you, I’ve got things to do.” 

“Trevor, you don’t need to go after any stupid Satanists. Look, it’s all been 
cleaned up! Forget about it.” 


“Yeah, well,” Trevor said, “I’m going to make sure it never happens again.” 
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Chapter Seven 


Mr. Bozzeman stood behind the cashier’s counter of his hardware store 
discussing the new lumber shipment with an interested customer. Both men had large 
bellies that overlapped the counter’s edges when they leaned forward to make a point. 
Mr. Bozzeman, however, kept his girth neat and tidy beneath a freshly pressed, short 
sleeved cotton shirt and pleated brown trousers. He had a broad face with an easy grin, 
heavy jowls, and a swoop of salt and pepper hair hanging over his forehead. He believed 
in keeping an orderly store and an orderly appearance. 

In contrast, the customer wore faded, dirty blue jeans and a denim work shirt 
with frayed cuffs and collar. A John Deere cap rested far back on his head, tufts of 
matted, brown hair poking out from under the bill. The brown skin around his neck had 
a leathery texture from constant exposure to the elements. He looked like he’d just 
stepped off a tractor. 

Both men turned when the bell tied to the front door jingled. A lean young man 
with a pack of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeve of his dark blue t-shirt entered the shop. 

“Can I help you?” Mr. Bozzeman called out. 

The young man strutted down the center aisle, checking the displays of paint 
brushes, batteries, screwdrivers and such. By the time he’d made it to the counter, Mr. 
Bozzeman and his customer had already exchanged a knowing, ‘yeah, right’ glance and 
were waiting to get this unwelcome interruption behind them. 


“Denis here?” The young man asked. 
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At the sound of his son’s name, Mr. Bozzeman’s face fell. He preferred not to have 
to think about his disappointment of a son while at work. Or at home. Or while 
breathing and walking around on God’s green earth. 

“What do you want with him?” Mr. Bozzeman answered with a question of his 
own, the congenial tone of the neighborhood shopkeeper all but gone now. 

“Tm a friend.” The boy avoided Mr. Bozzeman’s eyes, running his fingers over a 
counter display of flashlight key chains, obviously lying. 

Mr. Bozzeman pushed his knuckles into the hard wood of the counter top, 
sending ropes of tension up his arms. He grew furious, thinking the young man was a 
dealer with enough balls, or not enough sense, to come into his store to sell drugs to his 
son. He relaxed his hands, flexed the fingers, and started around the counter. 

“Hey,” the farmer exclaimed. “Ain’t you Paul Wolfe’s little brother?” 

The young man muttered, “Yeah.” 

“Well, shoot, you know Paul Wolfe! He’s that cop who sets up next to Homer’s 
Hamburgers, catches the lead-foots coming in from Lansing. Pulls them over into 
Homer’s parking lot and tells them they might as well get something to eat while he 
writes up the ticket. Damn near keeps Old Homer in business.” 

“Sure, I know Paul,” Mr. Bozzeman studied the young man. “That’d make you 
Trevor, right?” 

“So is Denis here?” the young man snapped. 

“No, he’s not. What did you need to see him about?” 

“T need to ask him something about school.” 

Sure, about school. Mr. Bozzeman knew there was no way Trevor Wolfe and his 


son were friends. The Wolfe boys might be a little wild, but at least they were normal. 
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His son was a freak. Mr. Bozzeman figured Trevor probably wanted to beat Denis up for 
something. 
“Well, you’re more than likely going to find him at that used book store 
downtown. The Book Barn? He likes to hang out there, playing games all night long.” 
Trevor Wolfe nodded and walked away. 


Good luck, son, Mr. Bozzeman thought. 


KEK 


“Is Denis Bozzeman here?” Trevor asked the haggard looking lady behind Book 
Barn’s checkout counter. She raised her eyes from the pages of the massive ledger 
sprawled before her on the countertop and asked, “Is he one of the gamers?” 

“Yes, probably.” 

Stacks and stacks of ratty paperback books were piled all over the place and the 
lady clearly didn’t want to make sudden movements for fear of toppling a potentially 
lethal tower of cinderblock-like Stephen King novels. Instead of gesturing, she rolled her 
eyes up and to the right indicating a brief, six step stairway that led from the main floor 
to a door with a beaded curtain and a sign overhead reading, ‘Djehntymose’s Den’. The 
words were written in elaborate, medieval script and the sign itself was decorated with 
illustrations of dragons, skulls, weapons and galaxies. 

Trevor climbed the stairs and pushed aside the curtain. Djehntymose’s Den was 
an eight by eight room made even smaller by the bookshelves lining the walls. The 
shelves contained a variety of gaming texts, many of which had leather spines and velvet 


ribbons mimicking ancient tomes. A card table covered by a blue velvet tablecloth took 
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up the center of the room, one bare light bulb hanging overhead. Dozens of little, bizarre 
figurines — iron clad warriors, fierce monsters, dunce-capped wizards, and ridiculously 
proportioned maidens in undergarments — stood ready to do battle. Multicolored, oddly 
shaped dice were scattered about like loose jewels. 

And surrounding the table, sitting in padded folding chairs, four surprised and 
gawking teenage boys looked up at Trevor with abject fear. Trevor spotted the one he 
wanted, pointed at him and said, “Come on, Bozzeman. We need to talk.” 

Denis Bozzeman snapped his head down and stared forcefully at the table, as if 
he could make Trevor disappear by ignoring him. 

It didn’t happen. 

Trevor took two steps into the room, grabbed Denis by the back of his neck, and 
squeezed. Denis squawked in pain and flailed his arms. Trevor tightened his grip; an 
expression of agony froze on Denis’ face, his eyes watered over. 

“Outside,” Trevor commanded. “Now.” 

Denis rose from the table, searching the faces of his fellow gamers with pleading 
eyes. None of them would look at him. Tears streamed down his chubby cheeks. Trevor 
swung him around and pushed him through the beaded curtain. Trevor paused long 
enough to look back at the other boys and offer the critique, “Fucking geeks.” He left 


Djehntymose’s Den, pushing Bozzeman before him. 


xX XX 


Trevor alternately pushed then pulled Denis Bozzeman down Delaware Street 


until he came upon a dark alley between a thrift shop and a bakery. He dragged Denis 
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into the alley and slammed him against the rough brick wall. Trevor squared his 
shoulders and feet in preparation for delivering a thorough beating. 

Denis Bozzeman slouched against the wall, his mouth gapping in a silent scream. 
His eyes rolled sideways, watching Trevor like a frightened deer. His cheeks and chin 
glistened from tears and slobber. 

Trevor lowered his fists. 

Denis Bozzeman was unquestionably the creepiest guy in school. The sun could 
be shining bright on a day when the temperature topped one hundred and Denis 
Bozzeman would still wear his black trench-coat. Both his ears had been pierced 
multiple times and arcane silver earrings hung down the sides of his head to the bottom 
of his double chin. He was pudgy, almost fat, with the pallid completion of one who 
spent more time in dark basements and back rooms rolling dice for fantasy games than 
enjoying the bright Kansas summers. At different times in his high school career Denis 
Bozzeman had shaved his head, worn black eyeliner, given himself permanent-marker 
facial tattoos — a pentagon on one cheek, the anarchy sign on the other — and plucked 
his eyebrows into two little dots. He carried around copies of the Necronomicon, the 
Egyptian Book of the Dead, The Vampire Lestat, and, of course, the Satanic Bible. 

He was so creepy, in fact, Trevor considered that he probably enjoyed getting his 
ass kicked. There really was no other explanation. That’s why Trevor stopped himself 
from using his fists and delivered an open handed slap instead. 

“I didn’t do it!” Bozzeman wailed. 

Trevor slapped him again, switching it up this time, using the back of his hand. 

“T swear!” 


Two more quick ones — slap, slap. 
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“Oh God....” Denis moaned and sank down, his wide butt coming to rest on the 
dirty asphalt. He buried his head in his arms and held his hands out, palms up, in hopes 
of deflecting Trevor’s abuse. 

“Who did it, Bozzeman?” 

“I didn’t do it!” 

Trevor kicked Denis’ arms away, forcing him to raise his head. 

“I know you didn’t, you piece of shit. But I figure you know who did.” 

“I don’t!” Denis wiped his nose. “I don’t know anything.” 

Trevor grabbed a fistful of Denis’ greasy brown hair and yanked him to his feet. 

“Don’t waste my fucking time. You hang out with those cults, you know who 
fucked up Julie’s yard. Tell me or TIl kill you.” 

“They're not cults —” 

Trevor used his grip on Denis’ hair to thump his head against the brick wall 
repeatedly. 

“You ready to talk now?” 

“My skull!” Denis wailed, his hands flying to the back of his head. “You cracked 
my skull!” He brought his hands back in front of his face, looking for blood. When he 
didn’t see any, he reconsidered his previous statement. “You could’ve cracked my skull!” 

Trevor planted his feet, dipped his shoulder, and delivered a mighty gut-shot, the 
knuckles of his right hand plowing deep into the soft flesh just above Denis Bozzeman’s 
belly button. 

Denis hiccupped and collapsed into a fetal position on the ground, his black 


trench-coat wrapped around him like a shroud. 
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Trevor rewarded himself with a cigarette. He took his time unrolling the pack 
from his shirt-sleeve, tapping the box lid into his palm, lipping one of the cancer sticks 
and lighting it with a disposable blue Bic. He enjoyed a few deep, slow drags of smoke. 
The ashes fell like snow onto the prostate form of Denis’ heaving body. 

Trevor knelt down next to Denis and asked, “You must like it, huh? Getting beat 
up?” 

“Nooooo,” Denis whimpered. 

“Then you want to tell me who fucked up Julie’s yard?” 

“I don’t —” 

“_ Bozzeman, I swear to God.” 

“It could’ve been anybody! Lots of people hate Julie! She’s a stuck up —” 

Denis knew he’d gone too far. He recoiled from Trevor, watching nervously as the 
tip of his cigarette flared angry red. 

“Okay, okay. Let me think,” Denis pushed himself into a sitting position, still 
clutching his tummy. 

Trevor waited. 

“Okay, I think I know who might have done it. But this is just a guess!” 

Trevor blew smoke from the corner of his mouth. 

“There’s this guy, an older guy, in his twenties. He has his own church. He was 
talking about making a human sacrifice on the Unholy Day of Hahn. Maybe he wants 
Julie or something.” 

Trevor stood up and motioned for Denis to do the same. “What’s the guy’s 


name?” 
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“T don’t — He calls himself Baalthazar! I don’t think that’s his real name. I don’t 
know.” 

“Where’s his church?” 

“I don’t — It floats! It’s a floating church. You know, wherever he can find space to 
perform ceremonies, that’s where his church is.” 

“Uh huh. Where was it the last time you saw it?” 

“An empty barn in Bonner Springs.” 

“And what is the Unholy Day of Huh?” 

“Hahn. It is the first full moon in October, when the demon Hahn was slain in a 
battle with the monks of Zarcaria.” 

“Right. When and where, exactly, will Balthazar be performing this human 
sacrifice?” 

“Well, the next full moon is on the 10t, this Friday.” 

“Where?” 

“He said he was going to do it at an abandoned missile silo near the Fort.” 

“Do you know how to get there?” 

“T have an email with directions.” 


“Why Julie? Bozzeman? Why did he pick Julie?” 


KEK 


Bonner Springs, Kansas 


Two weeks ago 
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Baalthazar lowered his arms with an elaborate billowing of the black cape, 
which was clasped by a fist sized, skull shaped amulet around his neck. “The ceremony 
has ended,” he said, flipping the cape with studied expertise so it billowed in the air 
and came to rest covering the half-naked girl lying before him. She had raven black 
hair, cropped in a page-boy style, pale skin, and enormous breasts barely contained by 
the deep cups of her Playtex Cross My Heart Brassier. After the black cape had settled 
over her, and the mounds were no longer visible save for the mountainous swelling 
under a veritable half acre of black linen, the congregation relaxed, leaning away from 
the altar, collectively expelling hot breath. 

Baalthazar stepped around the altar — which was actually a six-by-four folding 
table covered with egg-crate foam for the altar girl’s comfort and draped in black 
bunting to hide the spindly pipe legs — and joined his congregation of five socially 
maladjusted young men and one extremely confused teenage girl in his church: an old, 
dilapidated barn tucked away in a forgotten corner of an alfalfa farm. 

As soon as Baalthazar left the altar, Denis Bozzeman removed his hood and took 
a deep breath. Sweat dripped from his moon-shaped face. The air inside the closed 
barn was stifling, but Denis still wore his trench-coat underneath his sacramental 
robes. And during the ceremony Denis had been close enough to the altar girl to see the 
crescent of a brown nipple where her left breast had swelled out of her bra. He had 
sweated so much staring at the areola, he was lucky he hadn’t collapsed from 
dehydration. 

Baalthazar nodded solemnly as other members of the congregation expressed 


appreciation for his service. He came up to Denis, took his damp hand in his own, and 
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said he needed to speak in privacy. They walked hand in hand to a dark corner of the 
candlelit barn. 

“We are making progress, Denis,” Baalthazar said. “I felt him with us tonight.” 

“Me too.” 

“The time draws nigh.” 

“Yeah.” 

“You agree?” 

“Yeah, yes.” 

“Tremendous. Since you have contributed the most to our cause, Denis, it is you 
who has earned the right to choose.” 

“Thank you.” 

They stood there for a moment, holding hands, until Baalthazar repeated 
himself. 

“You must choose, Denis.” 

“Oh! Choose what?” 

“Who will be our first human sacrifice.” 

“Oh my God, really? A human sacrifice?” 

Baalthazar winced and sucked his teeth. 

“Denis. Do not invoke that name, not even in vain.” 

“Sorry.” 

“Never mind. Now, please. Give me the name of one you would see stripped of 
their soul and cast into the void of eternity.” 

Denis chewed the fingertips of his free hand. “So, just, like anybody?” 


“Yes, Denis.” 
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“It doesn’t have to be a virgin or anything?” 

“No, Denis.” 

“Okay, jeez. Can it be my dad?” 

“You want to avoid family members, Denis. Plus, the younger the better. He 
doesn’t like old souls.” 

“Okay.... Oh! I know! Julie Muncie.” 

“Julie Muncie.” 

“Yeah, she’s a real bitch. She always makes fun of me at school. She’d make a 
good sacrifice.” 

“It shall be done.” Baalthazar released Denis’s hand and then wiped his own dry 
on his robe. “And Denis, I'll need money to prepare for the sacrifice.” 

“Sure, no problem. I'll mail you some tomorrow.” 

“Tremendous,” Baalthazar said, leaving Denis to tend to the altar girl who was 
sitting up now, wrapped in the cloak, rubbing the tip of her beet-red nose, obviously 
allergic to something in the barn. 

Denis considered his choice — Julie Muncie — and was pleased. Truth be told, she 
really wasn’t any meaner to him than the other girls at school, but of all those 
distaining bitches, she was the one he most wanted to see tied down naked on a 


candlelit altar. 


KKK 


“Why Julie?” Trevor pressed, taking a step closer. 
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“I don’t know!” Denis cried. “I don’t know! Idunno Idunno Idunno! It could be 
anything! He could have got her name from the phone book! God — I don’t know!” 

“Bring me that email tomorrow,” Trevor relented. “The one with the directions to 
the silo.” 

“Okay,” Denis agreed. 

Trevor thought for a moment, making sure there wasn’t anything else he wanted 
to ask. Nothing came to mind. He was proud of how he’d handled this; hunting down 
and interrogating Denis Bozzeman. Just like a real policeman. And everybody made 
such a big deal about Paul. 


“Fucking geek,” Trevor condemned Denis before leaving the alley. 
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Chapter Eight 


Sarah and Paul rode into the horseshoe shaped, gravel parking lot of the Cody 
Corral trailer park as inconspicuously as possible. No point getting the trailer trash all 
upset with flashy lights and loud sirens, Sarah reasoned. Not for a SIG-2, or an unknown 
trouble call. Nevertheless, Sarah noticed the flurry of window curtains being tugged 
aside and lights flipping on as she drove the squad car through the trailer park. She 
imagined the septic tanks working overtime, processing all the crystal meth and pot 
being flushed by paranoid junkies right now. 

A prostitute waved to them from the steps of a boxcar sized, olive green trailer. 
Sarah rolled slowly to a stop; gravel crunching beneath the thick tires of the Ford sedan. 

“TI call it in,” Paul said, reaching for the radio. He’d been flirting with the new 
dispatch girl all night and it got under Sarah’s skin. Just because the new girl had a 
husky voice and laughed at Paul’s jokes didn’t mean she wasn’t just another cop-groupie 
with fat ankles and a wicked father complex that manifested itself by a life of ill-fated 
infatuations with men in uniform. 

Shit, Sarah thought, listening to Paul engage the Kathleen-Turner-voiced 
dispatcher in another inane conversation. I can’t believe I’m jealous of a radio girl. 

By now the prostitute was at the car, hugging herself and casting nervous glances 
over her shoulder at Trailer #3. Sarah got out and studied the lady. She wore a solid 
white blouse with a frilly, scooped neckline showing the wide valley between her high, 
firm breasts. She had a black suede toreador jacket draped around her shoulders. The 


skirt was black leather and came down to mid-thigh. Her shoes were white platforms 
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with thick, heavy heels. Sarah considered that, although the outfit ran towards sluttish, 
it wasn’t necessarily the uniform of a pro. The clothes looked clean, no obvious stains, 
and her hair had been blow-dried, plus she didn’t appear drunk or stoned. Maybe she 
wasn’t a prostitute after all. 

“It’s my friend,” the lady started, turning to lead Sarah back to the trailer. “I’m 
afraid she hurt herself. 

“We were supposed to have a girls’ night out tonight, but when I got here, she 
wouldn’t answer the door. I tried her cell phone, and I heard it ringing inside, but she 
didn’t answer. And then there’s this.” 

The lady pointed at the double window on the end of the trailer. Although it was 
very dark inside the trailer, Sarah could tell the curtain had been torn from the wall. The 
rod jutted away from the window, indicating that something had gone wrong. 

“Her car is here too,” the lady continued. “So she didn’t go anywhere.” 

“Your friend have a name?” Sarah asked, stepping around to the front side of the 
trailer. 

“Victoria Mathews.” 

“And your name?” 

“Huh? Oh! Um.... Lucy. Williams.” 

Sarah climbed the three wooden steps and rapped her knuckles against the door. 
“Ms. Mathews! Could you open the door please? I’m with the police.” 

Sarah waited ten seconds, and then tried again. 

“Are you going to get the big guy to kick it down?” Lucy asked. 

“Please step back, Ms. Williams,” Sarah said. She tried the door knob but it was 


locked. She walked around the far side, checking the windows, all of which were closed, 
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screens in place, curtains drawn. There was a back door on the opposite side. It wasn’t 
locked but when Sarah tried to push it in, a security bar blocked the way. Sarah kept 
circling the trailer until she came back to the end where the curtains had been disturbed. 
She had to step gingerly through an anemic flower bed to reach the windows. She stood 
on her tiptoes and peered into the trailer. It was very dark, the only visible light being 
the flickering green LCD display on the distant microwave oven. Sarah focused on it and 
read the time: 10:35 pm. 

“Ms. Williams,” she called out, “could you try Ms. Mathews’ cell phone again?” 

“Oh, sure,” Lucy reached into her tiny purse, came out with a cell phone, and hit 
the redial button. Sarah heard a computerized chime from within the trailer. She cupped 
her hands around her eyes, blocking the glare from the streetlights, and scanned the 
interior of the trailer, trying to find the phone. She glimpsed a faint, pinkish flicker 
coming from just below and to the right of the window, but before she could zero in on 
it, the chimes stopped. 

“Message machine picked up,” Lucy explained. 

“Try again,” Sarah ordered, willing herself not to move her eyes from the spot 
where she'd seen the light. 

There! When the chimes started up again, she saw the muted pulse of a cell 
phone. It was obscured, possibly under a throw pillow. No, something more spherical. A 
ball? Sarah blinked, squeezing her eyes tight, and then opened them and strained 
against the darkness. 

Like a ball, but not a ball. 


A head? 
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Christ, yes, it could be a head! And there was the bulky shape that could be the 
body. But the angle was all wrong, the neck would have to be stretched or broken for the 
ball-head to be that far away from the body. 

“Hey,” Paul said, standing right beside her, causing Sarah to almost jump out of 
her shoes. “What’s up?” 

Sarah glanced over Paul’s shoulder and saw Lucy Williams watching them, 
chewing a fingernail. Sarah took a deep breath and whispered, “I think we’ve got a 
body.” 

“Oh yeah?” Paul said. He took the flashlight from his belt and flipped it on. 

“Down there,” Sarah took his hand and directed the light to where she’d seen the 
ball. 

It fell on a ghastly, pale eye staring at them from the decimated remains of a 
badly mauled face. 

Sarah staggered but Paul turned and caught her before she fell. “I’m okay,” she 
said. 

Paul waited until Sarah felt solid enough to stand before releasing her. “Go on 
and call for homicide,” he said. Sarah nodded and backed away from the trailer. She 
hadn’t had long to study the scene, but as she returned to the squad car, the images 
replayed in her mind. She was right about the ball being a head. And the angle between 
the head and body was wrong as well. 


In fact, the head hadn’t been attached to the body at all. 
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Chapter Nine 


Physically exhausted but too keyed up to go home and sleep, Sarah poured herself 
another cup of coffee. She and Paul had spent all night and most of the day involved in 
the bizarre murder of Victoria Mathews, or, as the homicide detectives were calling it, 
The Adventure of the Speckled Trailer Trash. Now, at 3:00 in the afternoon, they were 
still hanging around the station waiting for more news. 

After spotting the decapitated head, Paul had used uncharacteristically good 
sense to call it in and wait for Homicide rather than barging through the front door like 
a cowboy. When Homicide finally did show — two slouch-shouldered, sloppily dressed 
middle-aged men with tiny Altoid mints placed far back on their tongues — they circled 
the trailer, verified that every door was locked; every window sealed, and asked Paul if 
he would kindly kick the front door down. Please. 

No problem-o! 

Paul swung his mighty foot at the section of wood just under the doorknob. It 
exploded in a starburst of splinters. Then the door immediately collided with another 
security bar — just like the one fastened to the back door — and stopped abruptly. Paul 
Wolfe was repelled from the door like a spring, falling ass over tits down the stairs, and 
winding up flat on his back, staring up at the stars. 

Problem-o. 

The homicide dicks asked Paul if he was okay. He said he was. They asked him if 
he felt like running back to the car. He asked why. They said that all the windows and 


doors appeared to be sealed from the inside, and, working on the assumption that the 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 67 


victim hadn’t chopped her own head off in a gutsy suicide, the killer must still be in 
there too. Probably armed. Probably laughing at them right now. 

Once they were safely tucked behind their cars, a call was made to the Kansas 
City SWAT team. An hour and a half later, two handsome young men with piercing blue 
eyes and impossibly chiseled features donned ninja masks and slithered on their bellies 
to the back of the trailer. They silently bent up a very small section of the corrugated 
metal skirt and slid under the trailer with a pouch full of tools and a map showing them 
the best location to cut a hole in the floor. Half an hour later, the young men walked out 
the front door, masks off, shrugging their shoulders. 

Aside from the corpse, the trailer was empty. 


The homicide detective told Sarah to put an APB out on Penn and Teller. 


KEK 


Sarah and Paul helped gather and interview witnesses, knocking on every door, 
asking the same questions over and over again: Have you seen anything out of the 
ordinary? Have you seen any strangers? 

It wasn’t until Sarah was back at the station, sitting at her desk, thinking about 
going home, that she had a brainstorm. 

She went looking for her partner and found him standing with a group of cops, 
retelling the story of his involvement in The Adventure of the Speckled Trailer Trash. 
All the cops laughed when he got to the part where he fell on his ass, flailing his arms by 
way of demonstration. 


Sarah interrupted the party and pulled Paul away. 
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“You ready to get out of here?” Paul asked, casually indicating that he assumed 
they would be spending the night together. 

“Actually, I was thinking about that guy on Santa Fe trail the other night.” 

“That drunk you almost ran over?” 

“We don’t know he was a drunk. And it was strange how he just disappeared. 
Remember?” 

“Yeah?” 

“We've just spent the last eighteen hours asking people if they've seen anything 
strange, any strangers....” 

Paul considered it for a moment, and then said, “That would have been about the 
time Victoria Mathews was murdered.” 

“And you did get a good look at him, right?” 

“Damn,” Paul complained. “Does this mean I have to look at mug shots all 
night?” 

Sarah slapped him on the arm and gave the muscle a squeeze. “You won’t be 
alone.” 

Paul’s eyes twinkled. He leaned forward, about to suggest something 
mischievous, when Gus Van Gitney called to him from the doorway, “Hey Paul, 
telephone call came in from dispatch for you.” 

“For me? From dispatch?” 

“Asked for you specifically. Some girl says her name is Julie Muncie.” 

“Means nothing to me.” 

“Says it’s about Trevor.” 


“Ah shit. Can they transfer it to my desk?” 
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“Hold on.” Gus disappeared. 

Paul gave Sarah an exasperated look. “Trevor’s my baby brother,” he explained. 

The phone rang at his desk on the other side of the room. Paul hurried over to 
answer it. He talked low, his back turned to Sarah. Finished, he hung up and shook his 
head. 

“Tve got to go.” 

“What’s up?” 

“My little brother is about to do something stupid.” 

“Like seriously stupid?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well TIl come too.” Sarah started pocketing her gear. 

“No, Sarah. This is family. TIl take care of it. You go home and get some sleep.” 

“What about talking to Homicide about the stranger?” 

“TIl do it tomorrow.” 

“You'll call me before you do?” 

“Oh, I'll be calling you tonight,” Paul said, wigging his eyebrows. “After I’ve 
finished with my bro.” 

“Don’t you ever sleep?” 


“Plenty of time for that when I’m dead.” 


69 
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Chapter Ten 


Daniel sang along to Motley Criie’s Shout At The Devil as he drove the back roads 
of North Leavenworth. Trevor opened two more beers and gave one to Daniel, hoping it 
would shut him up for a while. Daniel guzzled the Coors — emptying the can in seconds 
— and didn’t miss a single lyric of the song. Only now he punctuated the chorus with 
fragrant belches. 

Trevor resisted the urge to eject the CD and sail it out the open window. Daniel 
didn’t have much by way of brains, and his beet red face and white hair flattop made 
him look like an upside-down tampon, but he was the closest thing Trevor had to a 
friend at High School. Plus Daniel had offered to drive them to the abandoned missile 
silo and help him beat up the Satanists who’d fucked with Julie. So, even though it was 
annoying as all hell, Trevor had no choice but to sit and listen to the fool scream Vince 
Neil lyrics at the top of his lungs. 

“Can we have some of that beer?” 

Trevor turned to look at the other boys sitting in the back seat. Chad and Tom: 
two more losers from High School, but Trevor didn’t consider them friends at all. They 
were only there because Daniel had spotted them trying to huff Scotchgard from a torn 
paper sack in the alley behind the 7-11 and figured they might come in handy. 

“Well?” Chad asked in a hopeful, if not a little snotty, voice. 

Trevor sighed. He sat back and drank while bleak October scenery passed by the 


side window. Bozzeman had said there were twenty members in the cult. He’d said they 
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were older men; big and strong. He’d told Trevor they were a bunch of hard-core 
murderers who would kill him for even thinking about disrupting their satanic mass. 

Sure. 

Trevor figured five or six kids at the most; probably a bunch of sissies — like 
Bozzeman — and he could kick their asses wholesale. Daniel might come in handy as 
backup, but Chad and Tom seemed unnecessary. 

“We have money,” Chad said. “We'll pay you back for the beer.” 

Trevor finished his can and threw it hard over his shoulder, hoping to hit one of 
them. It smacked against the rear windshield and landed harmlessly between the boys. 

“Hey!” Daniel said. “My dad’s car, man!” 

“Tell those shitheads to shut the fuck up then.” 

Daniel made eye contact in the rearview. 

“Shut the fuck up, shitheads.” 

Daniel hit the back button on the CD player and started shouting at the devil 


again. 


KEKE 


“There it is,” Trevor said, pointing to a dark spot in the wall of foliage lining the 
road. “Slow.... Slower....” Trevor instructed. The right front wheel hopped in and out of 
the ditch a few times as Daniel tested for solid ground. He found enough gravel to crank 
the wheel and turn onto the abandoned missile silo’s access road. The car bounced and 
rocks scraped and clanged off the muffler, but Daniel eventually got all four wheels on 


the trail. He breathed a sigh of relief and the car filled with the smell of puke and beer. 
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The car’s dim headlights barely cut the darkness in front of them. Daniel switched 
to high-beams so they could see the road. Trees loomed in the light, their branches 
connecting overhead to create a tunnel. Sparse leaves hanging from thin branches 
fluttered in the breeze, casting shadows before the car like bats. 

Daniel clenched his teeth and drove slowly, very slowly, down the disused path. 
The constant flashing of brake lights against the forest behind them made it seem like 
hell was literally hot on their tail. Chad and Tom huddled together and grumbled about 
the situation. They were none too happy about being stuck out in the middle of nowhere 
with two guys who wouldn’t even share their beer. Daniel told them again to shut the 
fuck up. He kept riding the brakes as the trees crowded closer and closer around the car. 

It took forever but they finally reached the end of the trail. The tunnel opened 
into a circular clearing about twenty feet in diameter. Another car was already parked in 
the center of the field; headlights off, music coming from the radio. A large man and a 
young girl leaned against the hood, holding cans of beer. 

“No. Fucking. Way!” Trevor cursed when he saw them. 

“Who is that?” Daniel asked, stopping about ten yards away. 

“That is my fucking brother,” Trevor snarled, his voice full of venom. “And my 
fucking girlfriend.” 

Paul Wolfe called to his little brother, “Turn those high beams off, Beaver. You 
want the whole world to know we're here?” 

“Paul!” Trevor stormed out of the car. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 

“Don’t get your panties twisted,” Paul said. “I came here for Julie. She was 


worried about you.” 
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Trevor glared at Julie. She hid behind her beer can, averting her eyes with a slight 
smile on her lips. 

“Well, well,” Paul said, greeting Daniel, Chad and Tom as they joined the group. 
“What have we here? You brought along enough virgins for the sacrifice, I see.” 

“What did you tell him?” Trevor lashed out and grabbed Julie’s arm. Beer sloshed 
from her can and landed on her face, running down her cheek. 

“I was worried about you.” She cringed. 

“Go easy on ‘er, Beav.” Paul slapped a massive hand on Trevor’s shoulder and 
gave a squeeze. Trevor winced and let go of Julie’s arm. “She was worried about you. 
Worried you might do something stupid. If she knew you a little better, she’d know there 
ain’t no ‘might’ about it.” 

“Get your fucking hand off me.” Trevor tried to break away but Paul’s grip was 
too strong. 

“Look, tough guy. You have no idea what you're messing with up here.” Paul 
swung Trevor around and pushed him against the side of the car. “Julie told me 
everything. All that satanic bullshit and how you were going to be a big hero and stop 
this cult from messing with your girl. Is that about right?” 

Trevor wriggled like a fish on a hook, struggling to get out from under his 
brother’s hand. 

“Settle down,” Paul continued. “I’m a cop, remember? You think we don’t know 
what goes on in these woods? In that old abandoned silo? Whenever we get bored, or 
have to fill a quota, we can always count on the silo to bust some pot smokers or find a 
couple of kids with their pants off. And, yeah, every once in a while, some dumb shits 


will be caught painting pentagrams or sitting in a circle of candles, singing Dio songs. 
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Real scary guys, these Satanists. Slap handcuffs on them and they start praying to God 
that we don’t tell their parents.” 

“Somebody’s going to pay for what they done to Julie,” Trevor said, breaking 
away. “And I don’t need a cop to help me.” 

“Sure you don’t. Even a puss like you could take the posers we find messing 
around up here. But nothing like that is going to happen tonight. Julie told me all about 
it: a dead crow nailed to her door? A voodoo doll? Her name burned in the grass? Come 
on, Beaver. You should know better than to take that seriously. It’s a prank, is all. 
Somebody taking you for a ride.” 

“You're so smart,” Trevor sneered. His eyes shot daggers at Julie. She had 
betrayed him big time by talking to his brother. 

“Yeah. What the hell happened to you? Oh, that’s right, you got the looks.” Paul 
slapped Trevor’s cheek, patronizing. “The thing is, last month we actually did find a 
dead body in that silo.” Paul motioned for Daniel, Chad, and Tom. “You three. Come 
here.” 

The boys shuffled over, leaves rustling underfoot. 

“You must be good friends, right? Come out here in the middle of the night to 
fight for Trevor’s girlfriend? Or maybe youre just bored and too stupid to think of 
anything better to do?” 

Tom nodded. Paul laughed out loud when he saw it. 

“Okay. Well here’s your nightcap. I’m going to tell you a story then it’s off to bed. 
The thing about this story is — it is confidential, never to be repeated to anyone, not your 
parents, not your girlfriends; nobody. If it gets back to me that one of you told, I’m going 


to find you and you won’t like it. Understand?” 
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The boys nodded. 

“Last month we found a dead body in that silo. And before your imagination gets 
away from you, it wasn’t a virgin sacrifice. It was a man named Jeff Asbury. About five 
years ago he and his partner carjacked a poor young girl in Oklahoma City. They 
repeatedly raped her as they made their way to Texas, and then tossed her over the 
railing of a scenic lookout outside of Dallas. She landed next to a den of rattlesnakes and 
spent her last hours playing pin-cushion as a momma snake taught her baby snakes how 
to bite the shit out of a person. She didn’t leave a pretty corpse. 

“They caught his partner in Dallas, but Jeff Asbury escaped. The partner wound 
up here, in the Hot House. Jeff Asbury continued his life of crime — more kidnappings, 
more rapes — until he’s found dead here: in the shadow of the prison where his ex- 
partner is currently serving multiple life sentences. So the question on everybody’s 
minds is; what was Jeff Asbury even doing here in the first place?” 

“Maybe they stole some money,” Tom offered, “and the partner hid it somewhere 
before the police caught him. Then this Jeff guy came here to find out where.” 

“Ho-ly shit,” Paul exclaimed, his voice full of wonder. “Sherlock Holmes is on the 
case. Hey, I doubt anybody thought of that. Why don’t you call it in to the FBI? Tell 
them you've got it all figured out? Or, better yet, you can just go on up to the silo and 
start stomping around the crime scene. Won’t be long before they find you. You want 
that? The FBI looking to ask you some questions? You think that might be fun?” 

“No....” Tom muttered, crunching a leaf under the toe of his shoe. 

“You've got brains,” Paul laughed, reaching over to ruffle Tom’s hair. Tom 
grinned sheepishly. 


“Jesus Christ,” Trevor said, disgusted. 
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Too much beer, drunk too fast, caught up with Daniel and he urped out a foamy 
stream of yellow vomit. Finished, he wiped his chin and stumbled towards the car. 

“Come on Julie,” Trevor said. “Were leaving.” 

“You go ahead.” Paul stepped between them. “TIl drive her home.” 

Trevor made a wicked hissing sound between his teeth. 

“No. She’s coming with me.” 

“T don’t think so.” Paul put a hand on Trevor’s chest and forced him back. “I 
drove her here, I'll take her home. You need to cool off. Besides, that drunk kid just got 
behind the wheel. Julie’s face is way too pretty to get messed up in a car crash.” 

Trevor’s body tensed and his hands clenched into fists. He took a step back and 
raised his shoulders. Paul smiled and shook his head. 

“Think about it, baby brother. You really want to embarrass yourself in front of 
your friends?” 

“Fuck you.” Trevor pointed at Julie and said, “Fuck you too, bitch!” 

“Drive safe now,” Paul waved bye-bye. “When you get home, we'll have a talk 


about that mouth of yours.” 
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Chapter Eleven 


“My dad’s gonna kill me.... My dad is fucking gonna kill me...,” Daniel moaned. 
He’d been crying that sad song since scrapping one of the car’s side mirrors off against a 
tree. Trevor finished another beer — his third since leaving Paul — lit his fourth cigarette 
and looked over at Daniel. The boy actually had tears welling up in his eyes, spilling 
down his cheeks. 

Not how this night was supposed to end. Not how it was going to end. 

“Stop the car,” Trevor commanded. 

“Wha...?” Daniel sniffled. 

“Stop the fucking car.” 

Daniel did. 

“Now everybody get out.” 

Nobody moved or said anything. 

Trevor hooked an elbow over the backseat and eye-fucked Chad and Tom. “You 
two. Out.” 

Chad and Tom got out of the car. 

Daniel did too. 

The tunnel of dead trees surrounded them and leaves crunched underfoot as they 
gathered at the trunk. 

“We're going back there,” Trevor said. “And we are going to kick his fucking ass.” 


“Yeah but,” Chad said. “He’s a cop!” 
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Trevor flicked his cigarette at Chad. Sparks exploded when it hit his forehead. 
Chad yelped and slapped at the embers cascading down his face. 

“We came here to kick ass.” Trevor lit another cigarette. “So either we go kick my 
brother’s faggot ass, or TI just beat the fuck out of you two and call it a night.” Trevor 
pointed the red tip of his cig at Chad and Tom. 

This time there were no arguments. Satisfied, Trevor nodded. He took the 
remaining beer from the car — two cans left on the night’s second six — gave one to 
Daniel and shotgun-guzzled the other. He threw the empty at Tom. Tom dodged and the 
can clanged against the trunk. 

“Aw, the car,” Daniel whined. “Watch the car.” 

Trevor ached for a baseball bat or a crowbar or something to work Daniel’s 
daddy’s car over. Nothing at hand. Ah well, better to save that action for Paul anyway. 

Fucking Paul and that bitch Julie. 

Trevor filled his lungs with smoke. It spread hot evil through his body, turning 
his mind red and black. Thick streams of grey exhaust blew from his nostrils. The corner 
of his lip turned up in a vicious sneer. He walked down the trail. The other boys followed 


like sheep. 


KEK 


Trevor entered the clearing and tossed his spent cigarette at a tree. His hands 
balled into fists as he looked around. His brother’s car was still parked in the middle of 
the field, 80’s hair metal playing softly from the radio and a pale green dashboard glow 


illuminating the interior, but neither Paul nor Julie were anywhere to be seen. 
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“You think...,” Tom whispered. “You think the Satanists got them?” 

Chad made a mewing sound of fear. 

The urge to smash in their fucking faces filled Trevor and he had to remind 
himself why he was here: Paul. Beat Paul’s ass. And maybe something more than just 
harsh words for his so-called girlfriend. 

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the car started to move. It rocked from side to side, 
steadily gaining force, until a hand shot up from the back seat and slapped the rear 
windshield. The startled boys jumped, and then gasped as Julie pulled herself up from 
the backseat. She was topless and breathing hard. Another set of hands appeared and 
started squeezing her breasts, thumbs running back and forth over her nipples. Then 
Paul sat up and put his head between the peach-sized breasts. He kissed them all over. 

Inside Trevor’s fist, his fingernails tore flesh. Blood filled his palms and seeped 
through his fingers. 

Paul maneuvered Julie around — back to front — and nuzzled her neck as he 
continued squeezing and tugging her tits. Then one of his hands ran down her stomach. 
Julie’s head started thrashing. Her moans were heard over Jack Russell singing Rock 
Me Tonight on the radio. Paul used his other arm to grip her tight, one hand cupping a 
breast. Julie pushed herself against him and searched for his mouth with hers, tongues 
darting in and out. 

Chad, Tom and Daniel moved away from Trevor who had become practically 
radioactive with rage. 

Both of Paul’s hands were working down below and Julie bent forward, nodding 
her head and whimpering. The song on the radio changed to another power ballad — 


Love Me by Tesla. Paul’s shoulders moved faster and Julie cried out. She jerked her 
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head back and it accidentally hit Paul in the nose. She laughed and turned to face him. 
She kissed his nose and then they locked lips again. She kept kissing him as she moved 
down. Her head disappeared behind the seat and Paul sat up straight. Shortly, her ass 
rose at the other end of the seat and pressed against the opposite window, giving her 
enough head room to maneuver. 

And that’s when Trevor reached his breaking point. He roared like an animal and 
launched himself at the car. Paul heard the noise and pushed Julie away. She came up 
wiping her mouth, looking confused, until she saw her boyfriend flying through the 
night like a hate-fueled locomotion. 

“Oh shit,” she said. 

Trevor slammed into the side of the car and punched the window. His knuckles 
split and smeared blood over the safety glass. 

Trevor tried the door, tearing at the handle with blood-slicked hands. It was 
locked. 

Trevor screamed in frustration and started pounding on the roof, cursing Paul 
and Julie at the top of his lungs. 

Safely inside the car, Paul took his time getting tucked in and zipped up. He made 
sure Julie was okay — her shirt and pants back on, before responding to Trevor’s 
outburst. 

“Back away from the door, Beav.” Paul had to shout to be heard over the tirade. 

“TM GOING TO FUCKING KILL YOU!” 

“Back away from the door.” 


“KILL YOU!” 
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Paul unlocked the door, put his shoulder to it, and pushed it open hard. The force 
sent Trevor flailing backwards. He fell on his butt. 

Paul got out and stood over him. 

“T don’t suppose it would help any for me to say, ‘sorry’?” 

Trevor jumped to his feet and charged. Paul deftly sidestepped the attack, 
grabbed Trevor’s collar, and swung him away from the car. Once again Trevor wound up 
on his ass. 

“Come on, you're going to hurt yourself.” Paul looked down on his little brother 
scrabbling in the dirt and sighed. “Okay, I probably deserve to take a punch for this. Get 
up and I'll give you one free shot. Okay, two. Two free shots. Then it’s over.” 

“T am going to fucking kill you,” Trevor said again. 

“Right. If you can do it with two punches. And not the face.” 

Trevor attacked again. He slammed a shoulder into Paul’s gut and tried to tackle 
him to the ground. Paul shuffled back maybe half a step and then grabbed Trevor by the 
arms and pulled him loose. 

“You're better off taking your two punches.” Paul held his little brother at arm’s 
length. “Tell you what; if they’re as wimpy as I think they’re going to be? Three. Best 
offer. And not the face.” 

Trevor shot a fist at Paul’s chin. Paul easily blocked it. 

“T said not the face. Now, come on.” Paul planted his feet and thumped his chest. 
“Take your best shot.” 

Trevor kicked at Paul’s nuts. Paul shifted to one side and Trevor’s foot bounced 
harmlessly off his muscular thigh. The foot came down hard with a painful popping 


sound. 
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“See the problem is you're too mad right now to think straight. Also, you’re 
drunk. Oh, and you’re a stupid puss too.” Paul watched his brother hobble around, 
gearing up for another assault. “So we’re going to do this later.” 

Paul moved quickly. In a matter of seconds he had Trevor’s arm pinned behind 
his back in a crippling wrist lock. He marched him over to Daniel and the boys who were 
standing at the trail, watching from a safe distance. 

“Will you take him home, please?” Paul let go of his little brother who promptly 
fell sideways on a badly twisted ankle. 

“No,” Trevor said, lurching to his feet. “I am not leaving without Julie.” 

Paul grinned. “I don’t even think so, Beaver.” 

“Julie!” Trevor yelled. “JULIE, YOU BITCH!” 

“God, you're an embarrassment.” Paul turned to Daniel. “Get him out of here. 
Drag him, carry him, whatever; just get him gone.” 

“Tm going to kill her too,” Trevor said. “I’m going to kill both of you.” 

“Hey, take a run at me anytime you feel up to it, Beav. But touch one hair on her 
pretty little head and they'll be scooping up what’s left of you with a teaspoon.” 

Paul motioned for Daniel and Chad to hold Trevor who teetered on his feet, still 
too hyped on rage and violence to stay down. “Go home and sleep it off,” Paul advised. 
“Seriously.” 

Suddenly, a terrified scream filled the air. 

The boys turned their attention towards the car where they saw Julie — wide-eyed 
with fear; her mouth gapping open — reach out to them with one pale hand before being 
whisked away by some impossibly fast, black-as-night thing. It engulfed her completely, 


like a wave of India ink, and blurred into shadow as it swept her through the forest. 
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It was headed for the silo. 
“Julie!” the Wolfe brothers exclaimed in unison. They ran for the car; Trevor 
much slower on his injured ankle. He barely made it in time to jump in the passenger’s 


side before Paul fired up the engine and took off after the girl. 


KEKE 


Daniel, Chad and Tom watched as the car disappeared around a bend. 
Speechless, they looked at each other. Then, by unspoken consent, all three turned to 
flee. 

A man wearing a prison jumper stood in the trail behind them, blocking their 
path. 

“What’s your hurry, boys?” the man said. In his hand he held a knife, the blade of 


which caught a moonbeam and glowed in the dark. “Party’s just getting started.” 
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Chapter Twelve 


Paul leaned over and took out his off-duty gun, a Glock 17C, from the glove box. 
“Stay in the car,” he told his brother, checking to make sure the gun was loaded and 
ready. 

“Fuck you,” Trevor replied, opening the door. Paul got out of the car, too, and 
then went around to the trunk where he had a five cell Mag flashlight stored in the wheel 
well. He caught up with Trevor at the mouth of the abandoned missile silo. “Get behind 
me,” Paul ordered, holding the flashlight and gun before him as he approached the 
opening. 

“Kiss my fucking ass.” 

“Just let it go already.” 

“You were fucking my girlfriend!” 

“Whatever. You should be flattered — I normally don’t think much of the skanks 
you hang out with.” 

Paul entered the silo. Trevor limped after him. 

A soft yellow light glowed beyond the doorway leading to the command center as 
they approached. Paul turned off his flashlight and motioned for Trevor to be silent. As 
they descended, they heard soft crying, and a hard voice laughing, followed by a sharp 
yelp of pain. 

“Julie!” Trevor yelled. He tried to force his way around Paul, but the older Wolfe 


brother was too large. 
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“Fuck this,” Paul said. He turned on his flashlight again to help him navigate the 
last level of stairs. He moved fast, jumping to the floor of the stairwell, filled the 
doorway, gun in hand, and said “Freeze!” 

Dozens of thick black candles in ornate silver stands bathed the room in yellow 
flame. The candles were positioned in a pentagram shape, the lines of which were drawn 
in blood. A short, wicked looking man in a prison jumper sat in a chair in the middle of 
the pentagram. He held Julie in his lap, one hand gripping her hair, pulling her head 
back, the other hand under her shirt, squeezing a tit. 

“T gotta give you boys credit — you sure picked a ripe one for the sacrifice,” the 
prisoner said. 

“Let her go.” Paul leveled his Glock. 

“Gun.” The prisoner said. 

A blur of motion to Paul’s left caught his attention. He looked over his shoulder 
and saw what appeared to be the head of a large dog growing right out of the concrete 
wall. The monster’s almond eyes burned red. It opened its maw, showing many sharp, 
ivory teeth. Paul stepped away but not fast enough. The beast clamped those razor teeth 
around his bicep, sucking a chunk of muscle into its mouth, tearing it away from the 
bone. 

Paul grunted and dropped his gun. He fell to his knees. 

Trevor entered the room in time to see the devil dog emerge from the solid wall, 
chewing on Paul’s muscle. Finished, it made a low, satisfied sound deep in its massive 


chest. A good meal well appreciated. 
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“You have a weapon too?” The prisoner asked Trevor. “No? Okay. Bring it here.” 
That last was directed to the beast which proceeded to scoop up the Glock in its jaws and 
carry it to the center of the pentagram, laying it at the prisoner’s feet. 

“T was just telling your friend there,” the prisoner continued, “you all got good 
taste in sacrifices.” He yanked Julie’s head back, opened his mouth and attacked her 
neck, sucking hard like a vampire. His lips made a popping sound when he pulled away. 
“Sweet.” 

“Leave her alone!” Trevor cried. 

“Funny, the other guy said that too. What’s up? I thought you all were big bad 
Satanists? Going to sacrifice this here virgin?” 

“No!” Trevor started forward. The demon-monster fixed its hideous eyes on him 
and growled. Trevor froze. 

“Hey, now.” The prisoner’s eyes popped. He slid his hand down under Julie’s 
pants and worked his fingers. He chuckled. “Aw, whatta rip.” He took his hand out of 
her pants and licked his fingertips. “She ain’t no virgin at all.” 

Julie sobbed. Tears rolled down her agonized face. 

Paul stood up, cradling his mauled arm against his body; he said to his little 
brother, “TIl take the dog. You get the girl.” 

The Wolfe brothers charged, knocking candles over as they invaded they 
pentagram. 

Paul went for the monster with a football tackle; head down, legs exploding. The 
demon reared up on two legs and Paul passed right through it like it wasn’t even there. 


Off balance, he tripped over his feet and fell face first to the ground. In a second the 
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demon was on top of him, pinning him down and breathing rancid hot breath on the 
back of his head. 

The prisoner tossed Julie aside and went for the gun at his feet. Trevor closed the 
distance, but knew he wouldn’t make it in time — especially on his bad ankle. “Run!” he 
told Julie. 

“You'll just die tired,” the prisoner replied and pointed the gun at Trevor’s face. 

Trevor kept coming, so the prisoner shot him in the head. 

Trevor flopped back and hit the ground. A wave of blood surged from his open 
skull and extinguished one of the candles that had been knocked over. 

Julie screamed. 

Paul yelled. 

The prisoner laughed. 

“Aw, let him go,” the prisoner said and the beast moved away from Paul. 

Paul rolled to his side. Weak from blood loss, he could barely sit up. Nevertheless, 
he glared at the prisoner and said, “I’m going to kill you for that.” 

“Tm gettin’ the feelin’ you all ain’t Satanists after all.” The prisoner rubbed his 
chin thoughtfully. “You all just too....too righteous.” 

A commotion from the entryway distracted the prisoner. Daniel, Chad and Tom 
stumbled through the door. Another prisoner holding a knife followed them in. 

“Hey Wayne,” the second prisoner said. “Found these three, but I don’t think 
they’re Satanists.” 

“Yeah, something funny goin’ on ‘round here.” 

The second prisoner looked at Trevor’s body and said, “Well shit, Wayne.... You 


killed one already? What about performing the ritual?” 
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Wayne waved it off. “Plenty left for that.” 

“Yeah, but Wayne.... Warden said....” 

“T fuckin’ know what the warden fuckin’ said, Cunningham. He also said we was 
supposed to find a bunch of phony ass Satanists wannabes up here that we was 
supposed to educate. So excuse me if in self-defense I had to wax one of these assholes 
without performing the fucking ritual.” 

“Warden said....” 

“Fuck it.” Wayne went over to Paul who had taken off his shirt and, using his 
teeth and free hand, was trying to tie a tourniquet on his arm. 

“You're a big fucker, ain’t you?” Wayne slapped the shirt out of Paul’s mouth. 
“You want to tell me what’s going on?” 

“Fuck you,” Paul spat. 

Wayne raised the gun. Cunningham exclaimed, “The ritual!” 

Wayne lowered the gun with a groan. 

“Okay, bring me one o’ them,” he pointed at Chad, Tom and Daniel. 

Daniel passed out and fell down. Chad wailed. Cunningham grabbed Tom and 
shoved him across the room. 

“So you want to tell me what’s going on?” Wayne asked. 

“Oh man, mister, I don’t know! This is all fucked up we didn’t want nothing to do 
with this they told us to come, FORCED us to come, said we had to beat up 
some...some...some cult people for messing with Julie I don’t know....” Tom ran out of 
breath. 

Wayne put a hand on his shoulder. “So you came here to beat up Satanists?” Tom 


nodded. “So you are not Satanists?” Tom shook his head. 
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“Toss me the knife,” Wayne said. Cunningham obliged, Wayne snatched it from 
the air and in the same motion slit Tom’s throat. 

“The ritual!” Cunningham warned. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Wayne replied. “He ain’t dead yet.” 

Wayne dragged Tom to the center of the pentagram, tore off the boy’s shirt, and 
started carving flesh with the knife. He chanted prayers in a foreign language. Standing 
next to Chad, Cunningham echoed some words and phrases as if he were participating 
in a religious ceremony. Finally, Wayne cut out Tom’s heart and squeezed the last living 
blood into an odd symbol in the pentagram. The candle flames flared, shooting high in 
the air, and burned brilliant white for a few seconds. 

Then it was over. 

“Our Father,” Paul said. “Who art in heaven.” 

“Stop him!” Wayne shrieked, panicked. 

Cunningham went for Paul but slipped in blood and fell. The devil dog knelt 
down and put its head between its paws, covering its ears. 

“Hallowed by thy name....” 

Wayne crawled across the floor desperate to reach Paul. 

“Help me Jesus....” 

Wayne lunged and buried the knife in Paul’s ribs. 

Paul wrapped his good arm around Wayne’s neck, pinching it tight at the 
windpipe. 

“Help me Jesus,” Paul snarled, fixed his eyes on Wayne's. “Help me kill this 


asshole.” Paul lifted his mangled arm — completely devoid of its bicep muscle — and used 
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it to pull the knife from his side. He slowly maneuvered the knife so the tip was at 
Wayne’s eye. The prisoner struggled but could not break free. 

“Amen,” Paul said and pushed the blade deep into the prisoner’s brain. 

He took two deep breaths, grinding the hilt against Wayne’s eye socket, and then 


Paul Wolfe fell back and died. 


KHEKK 


Cunningham stood over the carnage, wringing his hands. “Oh man,” he muttered. 
“Warden’s not going to like this.” 

“Indeed, I am not,” a voice sounded from the stairwell. 

Warden Schugart stepped into the control room. He wore a navy blue suit with a 
yellow tie. His silver hair was combed perfectly and his dress shoes clacked against the 
floor. He stepped over Daniel’s unconscious body and joined Cunningham in the 
pentagram. Candle flames flared when he passed by. 

“Tm sorry, sir.” Cunningham hung his head. “Wayne, he....” 

“Never mind.” Schugart sighed. He noticed Chad cowering against the wall and 
shook his head. “Come here, son,” Warden said. “It’s alright.” 

Chad pushed away from the wall and walked to the warden. The boy stank of 
sweat and urine. 

Schugart put a comforting hand on Chad’s shoulder and then with ferocious 
speed he used both hands to snap the boy’s neck. The cracking sound echoed 
throughout the circular chamber. The warden let go and Chad crumpled to the ground. 


“But boss!” Cunningham said. “The ritual!” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 9] 


“No,” Warden said, slapping dirt off his hands. “Not here. Not anymore. This 
place is useless to us now.” 

Schugart went to Julie and put a hand on her shoulder. She couldn’t even make a 
sound; all she could do was tremble with fear. 

“Clean this place up,” Warden told Cunningham. “Throw everything in the silo. 
All the bodies too.” 

“Yes sir.” 

The warden led Julie away, carefully navigating her around the fallen candles and 
bodies. He paused at the door. 

Daniel stirred, moaning in his sleep. 

“Wait here,” the warden told Julie. He walked over to Daniel, knelt down and 
wrapped his hands around the boy’s throat. He squeezed. 

Daniel gasped. He thrashed. He pissed himself. And then he died. 

Schugart returned to Julie. He smiled and took her hand. 

“_... Oh God....” she whispered. 

“Shhhh,” the old man put a finger to her lips. “Shhhh.” 

He turned to Cunningham. “I'll send a few more men to help with the cars. Make 
sure you remove all trace we were here. Do you think you can handle that?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“See to it.” 

The warden left the silo, taking Julie Muncie with him. The devil dog followed at 


his heels. 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 92 


PART TWO: THE PRISON 


Chapter Thirteen 


The man seated at Robert’s left started crying. He dropped his head and sobbed 
into the blue-black tattoos on his folded arms. Across the table his wife made shushing 
sounds and touched his hair — causing the guards to push away from the walls and move 
towards the table. The wife took her hand back and placed it, limp, in her lap. 

To Robert’s right, a man covered his mouth with a hairy-knuckled fist while he 
sex-talked the girl across from him. Robert couldn’t make out the entire conversation, 
but had heard enough to know they were discussing how many inches she could take 
down her throat. When she laughed, Robert noticed her ragged, chapped lips and teeth 
that were discombobulated and stained purple around the edges, like a mechanic’s 
fingernails. 

The woman sitting across the table from Robert was clearly the most attractive 
female in the room, but even she looked haggard and a little dirty. Her coal-black hair 
hung lifeless down the sides of her long, heart-shaped face; yellow splotches marked her 
fair cheeks and acne clustered in clumps on her forehead. She had wide, almond shaped 
eyes the color of mahogany, but they had no depth, no life. She fixed those dead eyes on 
Robert and drummed her fingers against the hard plastic table top, waiting. 

Robert cleared his throat. He looked around and counted the guards — four of 
them, pacing the aisles. They moved slowly, with a leisurely gait, but Robert knew they 
were paying close attention to the conversations taking place in the visitation room. 


Eavesdropping during visitation was hands-down the best way to get information to use 
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when you needed to clobber the cons on your gallery. Robert thought about flashing his 
badge and asking one of them if he could get a separate, private room to talk to his wife 
— out of professional courtesy. But he knew the answer he would give if the roles were 
reversed. 

Not a chance, buddy. 

“What did you come here for, Robert?” His wife lost patience and asked outright. 
“I told you ld sign whatever. All you have to do is mail me the papers.” She shrugged. 
“Just make sure you put a stamped envelope in the package. Stamps are hard to come by 
in here.” 

“Have you heard from Julie?” Robert asked. 

“What’s wrong?” She came alive now, the sound of her daughter’s name 
propelling her to the edge of her seat. 

“Its a simple question. Has she been in touch with you in the past week?” 

“Robert...” 

“Hey, shit, Gail. Just yes or no, huh?” 

“What’s wrong with Julie? Did she run away from home? Did you do something 
to drive her away?” 

“Jesus Christ! There is nothing wrong with Julie!” Robert snapped. He 
immediately regretted it when he saw the guards turn towards him. They started moving 
in, circling like sharks. 

“Okay, look.” Robert lowered his voice and pushed himself halfway out of molded 
plastic chair. “Obviously you haven’t heard from her, so we’ve got nothing more to talk 
about.” 


“Sit back down or I swear I'll scream.” 
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“Gail.” 

“What happened to Julie?” 

Robert sat back down and composed himself. He waited until a guard passed 
behind Gail, giving them the fish-eye, and then he said softly, “She’s missing.” 

Gail’s lips formed a hard line and she stared down at her hands, the fingertips 
turning white from pressing too hard into the tabletop. 

“Since last Friday,” Robert added. “I thought maybe she would have gotten in 
touch with you. I guess not.” 

“What happened?” 

“Nothing happened.” 

Gail tried very hard not to scream. She ground her teeth together and hissed, 
“Robert, what happened to my daughter that she would go missing? What did you do to 
her?” 

“Yeah.” Robert nodded. “It’s my fault. Just like it was my fault you started 
popping those pills.” 

“Robert!” 

Robert flinched from the effort of restraining himself. He desperately wanted to 
reach across the table and shut Gail’s mouth for her. 

“Robert,” Gail continued, calmer now, but still very angry, “Julie did not just ‘go 
missing’. Something must have happened.” 

“Well, Gail, if we knew what happened, she wouldn’t be missing, would she?” 
Robert recognized the hysteria building in his wife’s eyes and backed off. “Okay. Nothing 
happened between us, alright? Things were going smooth. But she may have been 


having trouble with some of her classmates, we don’t know.” 
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“What’s this ‘we’? What classmates?” 

“The police have been looking for her and three boys, classmates that went 
missing on the same day. One of the boys has a brother who’s a cop. He’s missing too.” 

“And she was having trouble with these boys? Robert, what if they kidnapped 
her?” 

“It’s not like that. Apparently she was dating one of the boys. The one whose 
brother is a cop.” 

“So you know the boy?” 

“Never met him.” 

“But they were dating?” 

“That’s what they say.” 

“Why would you say she was having trouble with him?” 

“Well, not with him. But maybe the other two boys. Look, there’s no need to 
panic.” 

“But you said trouble? What trouble?” 

“It was nothing. A few days before she went missing, some kids had vandalized 
our house, trying to scare Julie.” 

“Vandalized?” 

“Kids’ stuff... Cult stuff.” 

“Cults? Like Satanic Cults?” 

“T don’t know. Pentagrams, skulls, that kind of shit. They were just trying to scare 
her, is all.” 


“But now she’s missing.” 
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Robert turned his head to watch the guards milling together at the back of the 
room. He didn’t answer. 

“Oh, Robert.... What’s happened to my baby girl?” 

“Like I said — there’s no need to panic. She probably just ran off with her 
boyfriend. The police will catch up with them sooner than later.” 

“What about the other boys? And the cop?” 

“That could be unrelated. Or maybe they are all friends, making a road trip or 
something.” 

“You don’t believe that.” 

“T gotta go.” Robert stood up to leave. 

“Robert.” Julie looked him in the eye before he turned around. “You are 
responsible for my baby girl. You find her. And if she’s hurt....” 

Robert held her gaze without moving. 


“you kill the fuckers who did it.” 


KEK 


Even after all the years he’d spent incarcerated with violent men, Anthony ‘Crazy 
Tones’ Perrone was still mortally afraid of physical pain. He would shiver and get misty 
eyed at the very suggestion of a beating. This caused all of his jail-time partnerships to 
be exploitive in nature; with Crazy Tones being the perpetually exploited. 

Crazy Tones’ relationship with his current roommate, Baldo Ortiz, was no 
different except that instead of threatening physical violence, the soft-spoken Hispanic 


had exploited a fear as yet untapped in the mixed up mind of Anthony Perrone. 
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The fear of damnation. 

The fear of losing his soul to eternal hellfire. 

The fear of being cast out from God’s sight. 

These new fears gripped Crazy Tones’ feverish imagination and had him sweating 
his sheets at night, imaging unearthly torments beyond endurance. 

On the plus side, his asshole wasn’t being traded around the penitentiary for 
cigarettes. Baldo spared him that ignominy. In fact, Baldo didn’t even reciprocate when 
Crazy Tones tried to show his appreciation by joining him in his bunk one night. Baldo 
had used to opportunity as a teaching moment; explaining to Crazy Tones that God 
abhorred sodomites. That man was created in God’s image. A man’s body is truthfully 
God’s temple. And is it not the ultimate blaspheme to allow God’s temple to be taken in 
the ass? They spent that night on their knees in prayer, pleading for forgiveness from 
such impure thoughts. 

The next morning, Crazy Tones asked if bj’s were okay. 

Baldo introduced Anthony Perrone to Father Yampuler and it was decided that 
the young man must be baptized Catholic without delay. 

They met in the interdenominational faith chapel to perform the sacrament. 

Father Yampuler took Anthony Perrone’s hand and led him to a scarred and 
graffiti-covered work bench. “It isn’t much,” the priest said in an apologetic tone. 
“More’s the pity that you cannot experience this glorious moment in a true church, but 
alas...” 

Anthony sat on the bench and Baldo came to join him. A few other men entered 
the room and sat in the row behind them. For the next hour, Father Yampuler 


performed mass — lots of sitting, standing, kneeling and then sitting and standing again. 
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Towards the end, Baldo went up to receive the Eucharist (he motioned for Anthony to 
stay sitting. ‘Not yet,’ he whispered). Then Father Yampuler began the sacrament of 
Baptism. He stood in front of Anthony and asked questions: 

“What do you ask of the Church of God?” 

“Faith,” Anthony replied. 

“What does Faith offer you?” 

“Life everlasting.” 

“Tf then you desire to enter into life, keep the commandments: “Thou shalt love 
the Lord thy God with thy whole heart and with thy whole soul and with thy whole 
mind; and thy neighbor as thyself.” 

Father Yampuler poured cool water from a plastic pitcher over Anthony Perrone’s 
head, saying, “Ego te baptizo in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.” 

Crazy Tones thought it was absolutely wonderful they would make such a fuss 
over him. He beamed like a happy child, his face dripping wet. 

Finished, Baldo Ortiz wrapped him in a big bear hug. Father Yampuler shook his 
hand and called him ‘son’. 

The priest said, “At least now you won’t go to limbo when you die. I only regret 
that I probably won’t live to perform the other six sacraments.” 

And that’s when they told Anthony Perrone about their plans to kill Warden 


Schugart. 
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Chapter Fourteen 


The sun seemed tiny and far away, like a dime in the eggshell sky over the 
clearing around the abandoned missile silo. In spite of its diminutive size, the 
remarkable heat generated from the yellow disk pushed temperatures into the 90s, 
breaking records across Kansas and Missouri. The soldiers from Fort Leavenworth, 
stripped to their camos, lounged around their heavy machines, squinting and sweating 
while they waited for the cluster to get un-fucked. The cluster in question consisted of a 
group of men in front of the bunker, arguing. They had been at it for close to half an 
hour now. The sun inched further west. The soldiers kicked dirt and sat on the ground, 
reclining against the massive wheels of mobile sump pumps, Humvees, generators, and 
equipment trucks. One soldier used his cap to wipe his face and commented that he’d 
seen on the news where it was actually cooler in Fort Sam, Houston today. 

It was agreed that Fort Leavenworth got all the bad breaks. 

At the bunker, Captain Bullard lost his patience and jabbed a finger into the chest 
of Mr. Brock from the Environmental Protection Agency and said, “I mobilized an entire 
unit for this thing. We’ve been clearing trails and hauling equipment since midnight. 
And you're telling me to shut it down? Who the hell do you think you are?” 

Mr. Brock made a nasal sound and stepped away from the Captain. He pointed 
his finger at Special Agent Alex Kahn of the Federal Bureau of Investigations and said, 
“He’s the one you should be upset with. I don’t know who he asked for authority to do 
this, but he knows better. You can’t just pump one hundred thousand gallons of toxic 


water into the ecosystem!” 
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Agent Kahn said, “Drain the silo, Captain. FBI trumps EPA.” 

Captain Bullard cut his eyes towards the lawman and snarled, “Don’t you forget, 
son; U.S. Army trumps everything.” 

“This isn’t about who has the most power!” Mr. Brock exclaimed. “This is about 
doing the right thing! If you spew that filth down this hill, you will be contaminating 
countless plants and animals. What do you think is going to happen to the unlucky 
badger that drinks this water? And it may take generations before we know the full 
extent of damage it will do to the flora, but I guarantee you it won’t be natural. Plus, this 
close to the river, you’d have to be crazy to risk exposing fish to these toxins. You know 
how susceptible fish are to contaminants!” 

Captain Bullard considered this speech for all of three seconds and then started 
barking orders to his men, “You and you.” He pointed towards the two specialists who 
were dressed in contamination suits and ready to enter the silo. “Get those tubes back in 
the hole. Were pumping this goddamn silo.” 

“Stop!” Mr. Brock held his arms out and stood before the soldiers. “If you men 
persist, you will be in violation of international law and can be sanctioned by 
INTERPOL.” 

The two men looked towards the Captain for instruction. He nodded his head. 
They advanced on the EPA agent. 

“Wait, wait, WAIT!” Mr. Brock screeched. “Okay. Look, I didn’t want to have to 
play this hand, but if you don’t stop, I will call the office and in less than an hour you'll 
have cable news vans and helicopters all over this area, reporting on how the U.S. Army 
is flooding the Kansas countryside with toxic water. You don’t want that kind of 


publicity.” 
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“We're looking for the bodies of missing teenagers,” Agent Kahn countered. “If 
you want to start a media war, I'll issue an Amber alert, call up Fox news, and get John 
Walsh out here.” 

“John Walsh?” Mr. Brock asked. 

“America’s Most Wanted,” Captain Bullard answered. “He does good work.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake, be reasonable! If the bodies of those kids are in that silo, then 
they are already dead. What is the point of risking the lives of countless other plants and 
animals? The EPA can safely oversee the extraction and decontamination of the water if 
you just give us time.” 

“Time’s up.” Kahn looked at his wristwatch. “Captain, would you please drain the 
silo?” 

“Don’t do it, Captain! Think of how your commanding officer is going to react to a 
CNN camera shoved in his face when he gets off work today.” 

“John Walsh trumps Wolf Blitzer,” Kahn offered. 

“Come on!” The environmentalist exclaimed, frustrated to the point of a childish 
tantrum. “Think about the spores and fungi that will have to absorb all this toxic water! 
They are living, while those kids aren’t getting any deader!” 

“Well,” Kahn folded his arms across his chest. “That’s going to sound real good on 
the O’Reilly Factor.” 

Captain Bullard pinched the bridge of his nose and grimaced. 

“Excuse me, sir,” a technician interrupted the Captain’s escalating crises. 


“What is it?” 
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“T may have a solution that is amenable to all parties.” The technician fidgeted 
with the rims of his eyeglasses as he looked from the FBI man to the EPA agent and back 
to the Captain. None of them appeared very hopeful. 

“Well?” The Captain barked. 


“Sonar.” 


KEK 


Agent Kahn reviewed the dossiers of the missing teens one more time while he 
waited. Ordinary children — or at least what passed for ordinary these days. Chad Lewis 
and Tom Jaycee: liked getting high, and online porn. Daniel Martin also liked getting 
high and porn, but had a history of starting fights as well. All three were boys from 
broken homes, with absentee fathers. Nothing special. 

The Wolfe brothers and the girl, Julie Muncie, however.... The younger Wolfe, 
Trevor, didn’t have a record of illicit drug use (though that could mean he just hadn’t 
been caught yet) nor did his online history show much by way of porn (again, he could 
just be better at hiding it than most). Fighting was his thing. Fighting and disrespecting 
authority. 

His girlfriend, Julie Muncie, just so happened to be the daughter of the prison 
guard who had escorted Agent Kahn around the prison last time he was in Leavenworth. 
And the elder brother, Paul — the muscle-bound, gregarious policeman — had been his 
escort in the abandoned missile silo. 

Too much of a coincidence to go unexamined. And so Kahn returned to the scene 


of the crime. But this time he brought the U.S. Army with him. 
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“They're waiting for you,” Office Bristol said, coming up behind him. Kahn closed 
the folder and put it in his car. 

“Lead the way,” he told her. He understood that this Officer Bristol had been Paul 
Wolfe’s unofficial girlfriend. He found it highly unprofessional that she would be 
anywhere close to this case, but that was local law enforcement all over: always inviting 
drama. 

And as if Kahn’s judgment needed factual reinforcement, Bristol looked terrible. 
Last time he’d been in Leavenworth, she had been the most helpful — bright eyed, maybe 
a little awe struck by his agency; willing to run any little errand and genuinely interested 
in his procedure and methodology. Now she looked absolutely exhausted; eyes sunk in 
like dark, fragile teacups. Bloodless lips down turned in an expression of constant 
sorrow. Pallid complexion and limp, unwashed hair. Flakes of dandruff spotting the 
shoulders of her navy blue shirt. 

Kahn wished he had the authority to send her home. But that was local law 
enforcement.... 

“It’s over there,” Bristol pointed to a trailer parked next to the bunker. A braid of 
cables and tubes, about four feet thick, stretched from the back of the trailer into the 
black maw of the bunker door. Stadium lights had been setup around the area, bathing 
the scene with an unnatural white glow. Soldiers in hazard suits moved around the 
place, fussing with the cables and using radio headsets to communicate with men inside 
the silo. 

Captain Bullard leaned against the trailer. He kept an eagle-eye on the activity 
around him while the technician who had first suggested using sonar stood at his elbow 


spouting codes and numbers from a clipboard. It was apparent that the Captain didn’t 
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understand, or care, about the techno-babble. When he saw Officer Bristol and Agent 
Kahn approaching, he pushed away from the trailer, leaving the technician alone with 
his facts. 

As Captain Bullard prepared to show off his troop’s handiwork to the FBI man, 
Mr. Brock from the EPA came tearing around the front of the truck and called out, “You 
have a severe discipline problem amongst your soldiers, Captain Bullard! I suggest you 
tell them to be more cooperative with me!” 

“What now?” the Captain said. 

“One of your soldiers insulted me and then threatened me. It is very 
unprofessional for military personnel to speak to civilians that way. I would be within 
my rights to demand an apology, at the very least!” 

“Well, what did you do to him?” By now, Mr. Brock was close enough that they 
saw the flush of red on his cheeks and a line of beaded perspiration high up on his 
forehead. 

“Her. She was a woman. And I didn’t do a thing to her! I was just asking 
questions for the record.” Mr. Brock held up a red-covered business journal and waved 
it around. “You understand that I am going to submit a full report of today’s events? 
First, you ignored my request to have the EPA oversee this procedure, and then you 
bring in all these... these horribly destructive machines. Have you seen the wheels on 
that truck? Do you know how much damage you've done driving that monster up here? 
And the fumes from all these engines! Oh, and I saw some of your men relieving 
themselves in the woods, even though the chemical toilette was available for use! 


Everybody thinks that it is okay to do that in the woods, but it’s not; not with all the 
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toxins in today’s modern diets. I can assure you, Captain Bullard, when I submit this 
report; it will not reflect well on you or your soldiers.” 

Captain Bullard nodded thoughtfully, and then said, “Who was it that threatened 
you?” 

“T don’t know. She wasn’t wearing a shirt. I mean; she wasn’t wearing her, what 
do you call it? Fatigues? With the name stitched on? She was only wearing a tank top. 
And, you know, and pants.” 

“What did she look like?” 

“Well. She was... a woman of color.” 

“You mean black?” 

“Yes, but —” 

“— Was she skinny or fat?” 

“Well, I wouldn’t say fat, she was —” 

“Lang!” Captain Bullard bellowed. All soldiers within earshot jumped. “Allison 
Lang! Front and center!” 

Word spread amongst the troops. In a matter of seconds, a young soldier hurried 
around the back of the trailer, trying to tuck her shirt in while she ran. She had a hard 
time with it, as there wasn’t much give in her pants; and because she was rather top 
heavy, she had to lean forward to see over her breasts, causing her to stumble 
frequently. She came to a clumsy stop in front of Captain Bullard, most of her shirt still 
hanging over her belt, and yelled just like in the movies, “Sir! Yes, sir!” 

“Lang, did you insult this man?” Captain motioned to Mr. Brock. 

“Sir, I had a conversation with this man about the exhaust system on our M1070 


tractor trailer, sir!” 
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Mr. Brock bristled at the response, but Captain Bullard continued, “Lang! None 
of your smart mouth now! Did you threaten this man?” 

“Sir!” Pfc. Lang glanced at Mr. Brock. Her upper lip snarled. “Sir! Yes, sir!” 

“What did you threaten him with?” 

“Sir! An ass-whipping, sir!” 

“The U.S. Army does not make threats, Lang. Understand?” 

“Sir! Yes, sir!” 

“We make promises.” Captain Bullard turned to face Mr. Brock but addressed 
Pfc. Lang. “Escort this man from the premises. If he says one word, I want you to fulfill 
your promise. Understand?” 

“Sir! Yes, sir!” 

Before the EPA man could protest, Captain Bullard leaned in and told him very 
calmly, “I look forward to your report, Mr. Brock. The pages of which I hope to utilize 
next time I take a shit in the woods.” Then to Pfc. Lang, “Get him out of my sight.” 

Allison Lang grabbed Mr. Brock by the upper arm and led him away. 

“Well,” Captain Bullard turned his attention to the FBI man, immensely pleased 
with himself. “Are you ready, Agent Kahn?” He made a sweeping arm motion to the 
trailer containing the sonar setup. 

The young technician waiting at the door stood at attention as they approached. 
He scanned his clipboard and once again started relaying information, “Captain Bullard, 
sir, the VDS is in place, mid-level frequency, calibrated to the unique salinity and 
pressure of the water. We’ve resolved the problem with thermocline I had mentioned 


earlier. The refraction has been adjusted accordingly and —” 
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“To him.” Captain Bullard winced in pain at the mumbo jumbo and pointed to 
Agent Kahn. “Tell it to him.” 

“Sir, yes sir,” the soldier sighed, crestfallen that all his hard work had gone 
unnoticed by the Captain. 

“Thermocline?” The FBI agent paused on the steps leading into the trailer. “Just 
how deep is the water?” 

The technician balked. He hadn’t expected anybody to understand this jargon, 
much less respond to it. The FBI agent waited, watching him with a steady gaze. 

“From the center of the silo, 76 feet, 4 inches exactly, sir.” 

“That’s much less than 30 meters. Thermocline? Really?” 

“It didn’t make much sense to me either, sir, but when I adjusted the calculations 
using Snell’s law at 70 feet, accuracy shot up to 98.8%. I suspect it has something to do 
with the closed atmosphere and contaminants in the water.” 

“Interesting.” 

“Sir, yes sir.” The technician followed Kahn into the trailer, perking up some now 
that he had an appreciative audience. “We also had to adjust the transponder for some 
very unique acoustics caused by the density of the silo walls....” 

Captain Bullard stopped at the trailer steps. He looked over his shoulder at 
Officer Bristol. “You coming?” he asked. 

“TIl wait out here. I don’t want to get in the way.” 

“Neither do I,” Captain Bullard decided, stepping aside. “Go ahead and take my 
place.” He spotted Pfc. Lang returning from the exit trail and strutted towards her, 
barking questions concerning the final mental and physical condition of Mr. Brock 


before he was released from the U.S. Army’s tender loving care. 
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KEKE 


Sarah Bristol stepped over the cables crisscrossing the threshold and entered the 
cockpit of a spaceship from a bad sci-fi movie. Every inch of the interior walls was 
packed solid with flickering electrical equipment; toggles, switches, running lights, color 
and monochrome monitors, radar screens — the only thing missing was a Wookie. 

Sarah navigated the center aisle of the trailer, moving around the three Army 
technicians — two men, one woman — who were busily punching buttons and talking 
code into Bluetooth headsets. She stood behind Agent Kahn and nodded at the 
technician who was explaining something to the FBI man. 

“Hello,” the technician stopped his techno babble long enough to acknowledge 
Sarah’s presence. She noticed the nametag on his fatigues read Hudson. “Did you see 
the Captain outside?” he asked. 

“He’s not coming,” Sarah replied. “He said I could take his place.” 

“Oh. Okay. Good,” Hudson said, adjusting his glasses. “I guess we can get started 
then. As I was just explaining to Agent Kahn, the acoustic locating methods we normally 
use at sea generate a speed-of-sound ratio that is faster than those found in most 
freshwater lakes; however, in this particular body of water, perhaps because of 
stagnation and pollution, we’ve had to adjust many variables, include salinity, to blah 
blah blah....” 

Sarah blinked rapidly, but it didn’t help. Her focus drifted from Hudson’s 
indecipherable monologue to the flashing lights of the panels and moving pictures on 
the monitors. Her gaze passed over a radar screen and a flicker of movement caught her 


eye. The screen undulated with waves of light, but the image was murky and pixilated. 
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Sarah stared at it for a long time before it occurred to her that she’d seen something like 
it before — her sister’s ultrasound. The only difference was, whereas the ultrasound had 
a 120 degree radius and looked like a fan, this screen completed a whole circle, or, more 
accurately, an oval. And with each passing wave, the rounded sides expanded and 
retracted in rhythm — in and out, in and out. Sarah’s eyelids drooped and her breathing 
reflexively started matching the motion on the screen — in and out, in and out; deep and 
fluid, relaxing her to the point where she was all but asleep on her feet. 

“Sarah.... Hey, Sarah...,” a familiar voice echoed in her ears. Sarah tried to lift her 
head, but it was too heavy. She tried opening her eyelids, but they merely fluttered. Her 
chin tilted and she felt her skull bob and loll to one side. A weak sound escaped her lips. 

“Sar-ahhhh...,” the voice continued. Sarah scrunched her eyes closed tighter and 
the images of the ultrasound lights she’d been mesmerized by on the radar screen 
projected themselves upon the insides of her eyelids in negative exposure. The 
electronic waves flashed and popped in an ocean of grainy pixels. Sarah’s brow furrowed 
as she recognized the unmistakable patterns of a face taking shape in the murky 
darkness: symmetrical pits for eyes above raised cheekbones, the line of a nose, and a 
horizontal slash for a mouth. Around the mouth formed a curvy pair of lips; familiar 
lips. Lips that opened and said, “Sarah!” 

“Paul!” Sarah exclaimed, her head whipping back, eyes opened and blazing with 
adrenaline. 

Simultaneous with Sarah’s outburst, a technician hunched over a radar screen 
called out, “I think we’ve got something, sir!” 

Sarah stepped aside to let Kahn get next to the radar screen. He gave her the fish- 


eye and Sarah turned her face away. She felt her cheeks burning under the scrutiny. The 
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rest of the soldiers were either too involved in their work, or too polite to acknowledge 
her outburst, but nothing got past Special Agent Alex Kahn. 

Oh, how Sarah loathed him. 

She felt an urgent, almost overwhelming need to leave the confines of the trailer. 
Her breathing was too rapid and her heart thumped in her hot ears. The trailer walls 
closed in. The flashing lights and high pitched electrical whines assaulted her senses. In 
a panic, she looked up and found the door — a cool rectangle of night air; flat and blue in 
the twilight. Her eyes darted around the trailer, recognizing the obstacles and 
calculating the fastest way to the door — step between those two soldiers, juke around 
that chair, two more steps and you're out! 

But no. Not while Paul was still missing. 

And certainly not while that Federal Asshole was still giving her the fish-eye, 
studying her while ostensibly watching the technician fiddle with the control panel. He 
was just looking for an excuse to get her taken off this assignment. Something he could 
go run and squeal to the Captain about. 

Sarah put some steel in her spine, raised her chin, and stood with the crowd 
gathered around the radar screen. Not today, you little prick, Sarah thought, sneering at 
the back of Agent Kahn’s well-groomed head. Not today. 

“Turn to channel 2R,” Hudson told the technician. A flipped switch, a cranked 
dial, and the radar screen flashed blinding white then dulled to a rectangle of soft, gray 
shadows. “Here,” Hudson said, tapping the screen. The technician’s fingers fired of a 
rapid series of commands. The screen wobbled then came into focus. 

A hand appeared, like one of those novelty desk toys where a thousand tiny metal 


pins conform to the shape of a palm pressed in from the back. 
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“Holy shit,” one of the soldiers let slip. 

Sarah fought for breath as all the air seemed to leave the trailer. She released 
what little oxygen she’d taken in with a wet sob. Kahn cast an eye over his shoulder, a 
dour expression on his face. Sarah glared back at him. Fuck you, you fucking pencil 
neck, she thought. Her expression softened. She even smiled. That voice in her head was 
familiar. 

“Follow it,” Hudson said, tapping the screen. 

The technician’s fingers flew over the keyboard and the radar responded. The 
screen’s perspective fluctuated, backed out, jumped up, and then refocused, showing an 
arm. Then a shoulder. Now an entire torso. 

Sarah slipped away and left out the side door. It was Paul’s body. She knew it 
from the hand. The solid forearm and rounded bicep only confirmed it. She didn’t need 
to see any more. 

The night air held a welcome chill. The tops of the trees surrounding the missile 
silo, silhouetted black against the bluing sky, swayed slightly. Sarah walked away from 
the army equipment and stadium lights to the edge of the forest where the police cars 
were parked. She felt at peace. Now, at least, she knew for certain. Also, she felt a little 
excited because the familiar voice in her head was back; a swaggering, confident, and 
distinctly masculine voice telling her, You’d better get ready, girl. Because the fun is 


just getting started! 
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Chapter Fifteen 


Odus Augustine typed a colon and a parenthesis on the keyboard of his computer 
and laughed when it turned into a smiley-face; ©. “Ain’t that sumthin’ cute,” he said, 
and then clicked the “Send” button to deliver the email, complete with emoticon signoff, 
to his granddaughter living in Houston. She had recently been allowed to have an email 
account and she used it daily, innundating Odus’ spam-filtered — and thus normally 
empty — inbox with dozens of links, jokes, prayers, and whatnot. Odus liked getting the 
junk email from his granddaughter. It showed she thought of him, even if he was just 
another name in a distribution list. So he read all the articles and watched all the videos, 
mostly involving tweener girls singing about boys, and responded nightly with brief but 
heartfelt messages of thanks and love. 

And, though he understood it was ridiculous, Odus felt that by sending a daily 
email to his granddaugher, he was somehow protecting her from internet predators. As 
if by virture of having his name on an email in her inbox, the scumbags would know that 
she was guarded by one of the toughest lawmen that ever lived. 

Wishful thinking, sure. But then again, with these new fangled computers, you 
never know.... 

Odus rolled his right shoulder, which always tensed up when he used the mouse, 
and then started clicking on the little ‘x’s to close all the applications. He hit the ‘Start’ 
menu and selected the ‘Shut Down’ option. A musical farewell chimed through the tiny 
speakers and the screen went blank. Odus pressed the button to turn off the monitor 


and scratched his belly, yawning deeply. 
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He stood up, old bones in his legs and back groaning from the effort, turned 
around and saw Joe Zidack, a convict from the Hot House, sitting in his favorite 
recliner. 

Odus Augustine’s heart, normally stout and true, skipped two beats and he 
grabbed the corner of his desk to keep from falling. His vision filled with dark eddies 
and his left arm tingled. He ground his teeth together and fought for control of his body. 
He would be damned if that punk — sitting in his favorite chair with his feet up and a 
shit-eating grin on his hatchete-like face — would give him the big one. Damned! 

“Scared ya?” Joe asked. 

Odus’ mouth was too dry to form words. He collapsed back into the computer 
chair. His legs felt rubbery and numb. 

“Hey, old man,” Joe got up, looking concerned. “You're not going to die, are you?” 

Odus scowled at him. 

Joe came to his side and grabbed his wrist, lifting his arm. He let it go and it 
dropped like a stone. Odus started breathing short and fast through his nose. 

“Oh no.... Oh no...,” Joe Zidak paniced. He turned around, then turned around 
again, searching the room for something that would help. “Water!” he exclaimed and 
hurried towards the kitchen. He came back with a tumbler full of tap water and held it to 
Odus Augustine’s mouth. 

Odus opened his lips and Joe tilted the glass. Streams of water escaped from the 
corners and ran down the grey stubble of Odus’ chin, but he did manage to drink most of 
the container. It revitalized him; gave him his breath back and allowed him to see 


clearly. 
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“Oh, man.... Oh, man...,” Joe said, returning to the recliner. “You scared the shit 
out of me, man.” 

“Get... out... of... my... house!” Odus forced the words, wanting very badly to 
thrash this impudent convict, but he was so weak he couldn’t even move. Cold, clammy 
sweat flushed from every pore in his body. 

“Out of your house? Man, ain’t you even curious as to how I got in your house? 
How I got out of prison?” Joe craned his head around and looked towards the kitchen. 
He was a thin man, scrawny, and his adam’s apple work up and down as he watched the 
doorway. “A heh,” Joe turned back around. “I guess you don’t just call those things like 
you would a dog. 

“Better you don’t see it anyway, man,” Joe reconsidered. “With your bum heart.” 

Odus did see movement in the kitchen — something black and sizable, lumbering 
like an animal. Past Joe’s narrow hip, he saw what looked like eyes, red and almond 
shaped, and then they were gone. 

Joe picked up a gun from the lamp table. Odus recognized it as his service 
revolver. “You know how they always say ‘it isn’t personal’?” Joe asked. “Well, not this 
time. It is personal. Because you're a real piece of shit for a guard. You didn’t have to 
shoot us for half the shit you did. Like that time you wrote me up for playing cards. 
Playing cards? Remember that? Yeah, you shot me for having playing cards in my cell. 
That was wrong, man. We're allowed to have playing cards.” 

“Not...,” Odus sighed heavily. “Not in your cells.” 

“Aw, man,” Joe made a distaining sound. “Nobody else cares about us having 


cards in our cells. Just you. All I used them for was games of patience. What harm’s in 
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that? I never used them for gambling or anything. We should be allowed to have playing 
cards.” 

Odus lurched forward, his fingers clawing into the armrests of the chair. “You get 
what we tell you you get. You don’t get what we tell you you don’t.” 

Joe flinched — a natural reaction to the uncompromising authority of Odus’ voice. 
Then he remembered the gun in his hand and smiled his crooked smile. He pointed the 
gun at Odus’ head. “Settle down, man. Your heart.” 

Odus flopped back in the chair. It wasn’t the gun; he’d gladly risk taking a bullet 
for a chance at clobbering the con, but his strength just wasn’t there. 

“You're here to kill me anyway,” Odus said, hoping to buy some time, maybe get a 
second wind. “What do you care about my heart?” 

“I got to make it look good. Like a suicide. See, you’re actually very lucky in that 
this ain’t a ritual. I don’t need to cut you or do any of that stuff. I just have to make it 
look good.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” 

“I suppose, even if you did have a heart attack, I could still shoot you in the head, 
put the gun in your hand...? They could tell, though, right? Forensics and all that. Man, 
when I got sent up, the worse we had to worry about was ol’ Colombo. Now they got all 
these CSI shows, you can’t get away with anything anymore.” 

“What do you mean, ritual? What ritual? Why would you have to cut me?” 

“A heh,” Joe laughed. “Let’s just say you’re lucky and leave it at that. Well, no. I 
would like you to understand one thing. Remember I said this is personal? That I think 


you're a real shit as a guard? That’s true; I do. And many times I wished you were dead. 
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Many, many times. So this is personal. I’m glad you're going to die. And, as far as me 
being the one who was chosen, it’s a great opportunity and I’m proud to do it. 

“But,” Joe stood up for emphasis, “I am glad I don’t have to do the whole ritual 
thing on you. Because, honestly, you don’t deserve it. You deserve to die, yes, but not 
like that. Not that way.” 

Joe moved to Odus’ right side. “At least you treated everyone the same. You were 
a pain in the ass down the line. You didn’t play favorites and you didn’t play games. You 
weren't in anybody’s pocket. So, for that, I’m glad you're getting an honest death. 
Whatever happens to you in the afterlife, you'll have earned it. Not like if I had to do the 
ritual on you.” 

Joe lifted the gun. Odus spoke quickly. “Joe, goddamn it, I don’t understand a 
damn thing you're saying. What is this ritual you’re talking about?” 

“Td be careful about that ‘taking His name in vain’ thing right about now, a heh,” 
Joe moved the gun to Odus’ temple. Odus twisted his head to face the gun and Joe 
pulled back. “Man, sit still,” he complained. “This has to look good.” 

“How d you get out of prison? You wanted to show me how you got out of prison, 
into my house?” Odus still couldn’t move his left arm, but tested the fingers on his right 
hand. He could flex them pretty good now. He just needed a little more time. 

“Over there,” Joe motioned towards the kitchen. Odus looked and, through the 
doorway, saw a large bear sitting on its haunches, watching him. 

No, it wasn’t a bear. The body was too slick and long and black, and the face 
wasn't right either. The eyes, especially, were wrong. They glowed red. What animal had 


glowing red eyes? 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 117 


Those eyes caught and held Odus’ gaze. Odus’ heart skipped another series of 
beats. He felt his body slipping away. The creature came up on all fours. It had long, 
spindly legs and a whip-like tail. It cocked its head at Odus, showed it’s fangs in an 
expression that could only be called a smile, and then turned and padded away. 

“God have mercy,” Odus whispered. 


“You never know,” Joe said, leveling the gun. 
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Chapter Sixteen 


Andrew Sziagy sat as high up and as far left as the stadium seating of the 
gymnasium allowed. Any higher and he’d be in the lighting grid. Six inches further left 
and he’d fall twenty-odd feet to the hardwood floor. He was perched as far away from 
the center of the basketball court as humanly possible; well distanced from the preps, 
socs, geeks, nerds, jocks, and, most importantly, the teachers who had been assembled 
in the gym that morning for an important announcement. 

Rumor had it that the announcement concerned the missing students. 
Specifically, that they had found their bodies. Their dead bodies. Andrew hoped like hell 
it wasn’t true. 

One of the teachers, Mr. Simmons — a real dick — broke away from the crowd and 
started climbing the bleachers. He angled towards Andrew’s section, nodding at and 
naming all the freaks, stoners, washouts and bangers who were sitting way up there to 
avoid just that type of recognition. Most of them bobbed their shaggy heads and stopped 
talking when Mr. Simmons passed by. The braver ones got up, scowled at him, and then 
crab walked the narrow benches to the other end of the gym. Mr. Simmons just kept 
smiling and calling out names — Hey, Sean. Hey, Jeremy. How you doin’? Doin’ all 
right? — moving ever closer to Andrew. 

Finally Mr. Simmons found his spot; three rows down and about four feet to the 
right of where Andrew was perched. Andrew breathed a sigh of relief when Mr. 


Simmons sat and started talking up a couple of freaks who were too timid to leave. 
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Andrew slouched and watched the basketball court. The principle was in 
conference with some important looking people — four men in dark suits and two 
uniformed police; one older guy with a Sheriffs hat, and a tall black cop standing at 
attention, like he was posing for the policeman’s calendar. And there was a lady too — 
dressed in a professional grey suit with stylish, blonde hair framing a long, oval face; but 
she stood off to the side and had her eyes on the bleachers, watching the students with 
an expression that, from a distance, looked a little sad. 

“Hey Andrew!” Mr. Simmons called out. “Didn’t see you up there.” 

Andrew snapped his focus away from the blond lady and found Mr. Simmons 
smiling at him. Andrew tried to smile back, but only succeeded in making his upper lip 
twitch. 

“How you doin’? Doin’ all right?” Mr. Simmons asked. 

Andrew nodded and turned away. He thought about moving; joining the mini- 
exodus to the other side of the gym, but was terrified of drawing any further attention 
from Mr. Simmons. He skootched a little more to his left, a quarter of his buttock now 
hanging over the edge of the bleacher, and started drumming his fingers on his knees — 
subconsciously belting out the frantic rhythm of Black Sabbath’s Paranoid. 

Andrew came by this paranoia honestly. He was carrying two, count them, two 
baggies of marijuana. One in the inside pocket of his brown leather jacket, the other in 
his jeans — right there, a big bulge on his hip for the whole world to see. Or smell. If they 
happened to get close enough. Like Mr. Simmons there, sitting only three rows down. 

Andrew considered taking off the jacket and letting it fall behind the bleachers. 
That way he could claim it wasn’t his. Even if they knew it was his jacket, if he wasn’t 


wearing it, he could always say he didn’t know about the drugs; didn’t know how they 
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got there. Somebody trying to frame him, no doubt. That might work for the jacket. 
Couldn’t be so fucking smart with his pants though, could he? 

Andrew tried to remember what his cousin had told him about weight. This much 
they don’t care about. This much, they'll bust you, treat you hard, but you keep your 
mouth shut they let you skate. This much you got real trouble. This much youl never 
see the light of day again. Trouble was, Andrew couldn’t recall any of the This. And even 
if he could, he really had no concept of measurement for the baggies on his person. An 
ounce? A Pound? Fuck, a kilo? He had no earthly idea what a kilo even felt like. For all 
he knew, the weight in either one of the baggies would be enough to send him away 
forever. 

He had no choice but to sit very still and hope that the marijuana smell would 
contain itself to his pants and not waft over to Mr. Simmons. 

“Attention please! Could I have your attention!” Principal Banner said from 
behind the podium. He scanned the audience with his most severe expression until all 
the students, even the nattering section of soc girls in their white blouses and costume 
jewelry, snapped shut their cell phones and stopped talking. Only then did Principal 
Banner clear his throat and start the announcement. 

“Last night police recovered the bodies of Chad Lewis, Tom Jaycee, Daniel 
Martin, and Trevor Wolfe.” 

There was a collective gasp from the assembly followed by hushed chattering. 
Principal Banner raised his hands in a ‘settle down’ gesture and the teachers helped out 
as best they could by gently shushing the disturbed students. When all had quieted 
down again, the Principal continued. 


“They were murdered.” 
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The gasp was much louder this time, accentuated by some honest to God screams 
mixed in for good measure. No amount of gesticulation by the Principal, or 
compassionate shushing from the teachers could quell the shocked expressions after 
that announcement. The walls of the gymnasium literally buzzed with nervous energy. 

Except for the extreme upper left corner where Andrew Sziagy had reacted to the 
news with a silent, sharp intake of breath. He continued to monitor Mr. Simmons for 
any indication that the teacher had noticed the marijuana smell Andrew felt sure hung 
around him like stink lines on a cartoon turd. True to his dickhead nature, Mr. Simmons 
came alive with concern, scanning the students for signs of grief or stress that might 
require the guidance of a trained educational facilitator. The freak section, however, 
wasn't prone to such hysterics. The students that weren’t actively shunning Mr. 
Simmons by gazing vacuously into space were giggling amongst themselves as they cast 
wildly inappropriate theories about motive. 

When Mr. Simmons craned all the way around to check on him, Andrew avoided 
eye contact by snapping his face downward and focusing on his filthy tennis shoes. No 
good, Andrew realized. He might think I’m grief stricken and come up here. Andrew 
compensated by flinging his head up and staring with gap-jawed intensity at the rafters. 
Much better, Dumbfuck. Now he thinks you’re looking for Jesus or something. He'll 
come up here and try to pray with you. Andrew risked a quick peak. Sure enough, Mr. 
Simmons was still watching him, just waiting for an excuse. Goddamn it, Dickhead, turn 
around and leave me alone! 

The stress of the situation caught up with Andrew and he couldn’t contain 
himself. He yawned big time. His eyes scrunched together, his cheeks stretched apart, 


his hands shook; it was all he could do to keep his jaw from coming unhinged. When the 
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seizure passed, he expected to see Mr. Simmons climbing the bleachers; instead, the 
assiduous teacher had latched onto one of the stoner girls — Mindy with the long, red 
hair and terrible skin — and comforted her while she cried. Cried? Really? Andrew 
studied the scene a little closer and saw that, yes, those fat drops of water snaking their 
way down her pimple-and-pock marked face were indeed tears. 

Well, thank you Mindy, Andrew thought. Even though you have no reason to be 
crying. If anyone should be crying, it’s me. Daniel Martin owed me money! A lot of 
money! Mindy looked lost, dazed and confused, muttering, “why why why?” over and 
over again while Mr. Simmons patted her back, careful not to let his hand linger there 
too long. Andrew silently praised her performance, ‘At a girl, Mindy! Keep Mr. 
Dickhead occupied. Hey, who knows, maybe your body odor will kill his sinuses and 
Ill have nothing to worry about. 

“Your attention. Your attention please!” At the podium, Principal Banner 
attempted to regain control of the assembly. “I know this is a shock, but please. It is very 
important that you pay attention right now. Thank you.” 

The principal stepped aside and Sheriff Van Gitney took center court. 

“First, I want to assure you kids that these murders were an isolated incident and 
there is no reason to believe that these types of crimes will be repeated.” The Sheriff 
paused to scan the audience with narrowed eyes, wondering if that bullshit was going to 
pass without comment. When he didn’t receive any heckles, he continued. “Second, I 
know we’ve already talked to many of you about your missing classmates, but in light of 
this new development, the Federal Bureau of Investigation is going be conducting more 
interviews today. Principal Banner has the list of students we need to talk to, which he'll 


read off at the end of this assembly; if he calls your name, please report to Officer Spear 
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—” the Sheriff chin-nodded towards the black cop “—and he'll take you to the library 
where we have set up interroga — interview rooms. 

“Finally, it won’t be long now before the media comes in and turns this tragedy 
into a circus. Some of you older students may remember when, a few years back, 
Lansing High School had that hostage situation? Two students, and one teacher died 
and the student responsible took his own life? For those of you who weren’t around for 
that event, ask your classmates about how responsible the media was in covering the 
story. And you may want to think twice about getting your pretty little faces in front of 
those TV cameras.” 

Sheriff Van Gitney stepped aside, leaving the students to ponder over that rather 
enigmatic warning. Even Principal Banner gave the lawman a quizzical look as they 
changed places. 

“Thank you Sheriff. Now Td like to introduce Ms. Diane Jaffe, a psychologist 
from the University of Kansas, who will speak about coping with grief.” 

The sexy blonde lady in the grey suit thanked Principal Banner. She took her time 
getting situated behind the podium. She spent a quiet moment studying the students; 
her chin high, making eye contact with as many young people as possible. Then she 
bowed her head, took a breath, and said, “Grief. Your body’s response to suffering a loss. 
Each of you will experience grief in your own unique way, though you will not go 
through it alone. Please, take a moment now to look at your friends around you.” 

Andrew chin-nodded at the only other student sitting on his row; about six feet 
away, a true heavy metal fanatic named Mike with hair that obscured every part of his 
face but for a beak-like nose that penetrated the cascading dishwater-blonde locks like a 


booger-filled rock peeking through a waterfall. Mike’s nose bobbed in recognition. 
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“In the coming days, these friends will be the most important part of your healing 
process because together you can help each other come to terms with this great 
tragedy.” 

Andrew and Mike studiously avoided looking at each other again. 

“When the loss of life is particularly senseless or brutal, the grieving cycle can 
become complicated,” the foxy psychiatrist continued. “Certainly, this situation 
qualifies. Complicated grief can manifest itself in many ways; nightmares, appetite 
problems, shortness of breath, sleep disorders, repetitive motions... even hallucinations. 
If you or any of your friends experience these symptoms, you should seek professional 
help.” 

Hallucinations, Andrew thought. I should be so lucky. If that psychiatrist chick 
wanted to talk ‘complicated grief, Andrew could tell her a thing or two about it. Try this 
on for size — last year his cousin Josh had started selling pot. Nothing big, just dime 
bags around the school halls. His supplier was an older guy, a biker named Sam with a 
big gut, big beard, and tats up and down his arms. Sam had a real loud laugh and he 
laughed all the time. Once a week, Sam and Josh would meet up at the bowling alley, do 
their business in the parking lot, and then come back inside and roll a few balls with 
Andrew, all of them higher than the moon. It was all good fun. 

Josh took a summer job with a moving company. He started selling to the other 
employees in the company. By August, between the classmates who still came around 
for their fix and the crews of ‘3 Men and a Truck’, Josh had developed into quite a 
successful little drug dealer. He and Andrew and Sam spent almost every night at the 
bowling alley, throwing around money like crazy; emptying vending machines just for 


fun, renting three lanes so they could compete in what they called ‘speed bowling’, 
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buying matching pink bowling shirts which they then ‘customized’ with Sam’s 
switchblade so they looked more like gang bowlers than league bowlers. They would 
leave the ally with Sam’s artful arms draped over the boys’ shoulders, laughing loud and 
hearty, with just the right buzz in their heads, and it was all good, good fun. 

Then one week before the beginning of school, while emptying a grand house 
overlooking the Missouri river, Josh dropped a steamer trunk on his foot and fell down a 
flight of stairs resulting in a serious concussion, a broken navicular, and, even more 
impressive, two compacted vertebra. That meant three months of surgery and 
recuperation. And just like that the lazy, hazy summer nights of pot and bowling were 
over. 

Or so Andrew thought. Sam, however, had other ideas. The biker was waiting for 
Andrew outside the school after the first day of class. He’d just come from visiting Josh 
in the hospital, and wasn’t it a bitch? The thing was, with Josh out of commission, that’s 
a lot of pot that ain’t getting sold. What Andrew needed to do now was step up and take 
over Josh’s business until the poor boy got back on his feet. Andrew, a timid soul with 
no aspirations to become a drug dealer, hemmed and hawed and tried to ‘aw shucks’ his 
way out of it, but Sam just gave him a stone killer look and told him to be at the bowling 
alley or else. 

Andrew’s foray into drug dealing started smoothly enough. Sam delivered the 
stuff already divided up into baggies which Andrew sold to the people on Josh’s list. He 
brought the money back to a jovial Sam — laughingly happy to once again be making 
High School dope money — and picked up more stuff. Clockwork. Until one week when 
Andrew wasn’t able to make contact with a customer so he returned the unsold baggies 


instead of cash back to the bowling alley. That was not funny. Sam backhanded Andrew 
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so hard he spun around like a ballerina and face-planted the rear windshield of a Honda 
Civic hatchback, leaving a thick blood-and-snot smear on the safety glass as he slid to 
the ground. 

Like the saying goes — no refunds, no returns. 

It only took a few bad weeks for Andrew to fall way behind; to the point where he 
had a dresser drawer full of unsold marijuana and was stealing money from his mom’s 
purse so wouldn’t have to taste any more safety glass. He tried explaining the situation 
to Sam, but the biker was less than sympathetic. According to Sam, you had to be a ‘real 
douche’ not the make money selling pot. Shit sold itself, didn’t it? If one customer 
doesn’t come through, get another. Real simple. In fact, here’s an extra, oh say, ten 
baggies. Now get your douche bag ass out there and hustle. 

You big drug dealer, you. 

Andrew did try. He snuck out of the house one night, loaded down with dime 
bags, and stood on the corner of Broadway and 4 hoping to make a sale. The first car 
that stopped at the red light was full up with black teenagers; two in front, three in back, 
wearing doo-rags and head scarves. The bass from the car stereo was so loud it lifted the 
pavement at Andrew’s feet and jostled the juices in his stomach. The lyrics to the 
blasting rap song were impressively violent. Andrew let that opportunity pass. Then a 
cop car drove by, the crew-cut police officer behind the wheel staring hard, making eye 
contact with Andrew. Andrew waited for the cop to drive just far enough ahead so it 
wouldn’t look like he was running, and then, when he saw the brake lights flash at the 
next cross street, he ran like hell. 


And that was the end of Andrew the big time drug dealer. 
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Plan B. Andrew asked one of his reliable customers, Daniel Martin, if he wanted 
to buy more pot, a lot more pot, so maybe he could sell it to his friends? The idea got 
batted around some, and, in the end, Daniel agreed under the conditions that he would 
get a discount and plus he could pay in installments. 

It certainly wasn’t what Adam Smith had in mind when he wrote about trade in 
The Wealth of Nations, at least not from poor Andrew’s perspective; but what choice did 
he have? Andrew supplied the dope to Daniel, got one meager installment of cash — not 
nearly enough to pay Sam — and then Daniel fell off the face of the earth. 

And now Daniel was dead. 

And Sam wanted the money. 


And that’s what Andrew called ‘complicated grief’. 


KEKE 


The psychologist chick finished her spiel and Principal Banner concluded the 
assembly with instructions to notify the police if you had any information that might be 
helpful, anything at all, and for those whose names he was about to call, please come 
down and wait for Officer Spear to escort you to the library. Andrew sighed with relief 
when Mr. Simmons joined the rest of the teachers on the basketball court. Now he just 
had to wait for everyone to leave the auditorium, and then he could hunt down 
Bozzeman — that creepy kid who was supposedly going to buy the stuff — and unload it. 


Assuming Bozzeman didn’t weasel out of the deal like he did last time. 
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Lost in thought about what kind of funeral he’d like if Bozzeman did weasel out, 
Andrew jumped when he heard his name in Principal Banner’s list “...Tim Richards, 
Andrew Sziagy, Ben Tein...” 

What the fuck? Why would the cops want to talk to him? He certainly wasn’t 
friends with any of the victims; he hardly knew them to talk to in the halls. Except, of 
course, Daniel, and he didn’t even like Daniel. He only used him to unload marijuana- 
ah! You think maybe that’s why they wanted to talk to Andrew Sziagy? Because he was 
dealing drugs to one of the victims? 

For the first time in his life, Andrew realized with startling clarity just how stupid 
he’d become. How many dumb decisions do you have to make to get to the point where 
you are about to walk into a room full of cops with two big ol’ baggies of dope practically 
bursting out of your clothes? A righteous butt-load. All in all, Andrew considered, he’d 


have been better off shooting himself in the head the day he was born. 


KEKE 


“You supplied Daniel Martin with drugs,” Agent Murry of the Federal Bureau of 
Investigations stated, “specifically, marijuana.” 

The interrogation, excuse me, interview took place in one of the tiny study 
cubicles lining the library. Three of the cubicle’s walls were white-washed plaster and 
the fourth was a sliding clear plastic door that opened to the biography shelves. Andrew 
looked at the call letters taped to the shelf ends: Eu-Go; Gu-He; Hi-Ka. Back when he 
was a freshman, Andrew had spent a frustrating half hour trying to find a biography on 


some astronaut named Shepard. He had checked the computer and saw the book he 
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wanted was written by somebody named West-something. So he scanned the We-Ya 
shelf up and down and up and down and over and over again. The book just wasn’t 
there. After sucking it up and asking the bitchy librarian for help, she explained to him — 
speaking as if she was potty training a retard — that biographies were organized, not by 
author name, but by the name of the biography’s subject. Therefore; Shepard’s 
biography would be found on the Se-Sm shelf. At the time, Andrew thought that was the 
stupidest, most confusing thing he’d ever heard. Every other book in the entire universe 
was sorted by author — except biographies. Why the fuck not? Now, looking at the 
shelves, Andrew realized that it made sense because there are some really famous 
people, like, say Albert Einstein, who would have a bunch of biographies written about 
them. It wouldn’t do to have to jump all over the biography section looking for all the 
different authors who have written about Einstein. Smart. That’s why it hadn’t made 
sense to Andrew. It was smart. 

“Hey, kid,” The FBI agent snapped his fingers. “Earth to kid, come in kid.” 

Andrew leaned back on one buttock, pulled the baggie of pot from his pocket and 
set it on the table. He reached into his leather jacket and took the other baggie out as 
well, setting them side by side. He blinked at the Agent from the FBI. 

“What are you doing?” Agent Murry asked. 

“Well that’s.... That’s marijuana.” 

“Really?” 

“Well, yeah, I...,” Andrew stammered a bit, squirming under the impassive 
scrutiny of Agent Murry. “The thing is, I’m not a drug dealer. I’m really not. That’s 
just.... It’s just...” 


“Marijuana.” 
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“Yeah.” 

“And you don’t consider Marijuana a drug. It’s an all-natural, mother-nature 
approved, homeopathic cure for sentiency.” 

“What? No! I know it’s a drug, but I’m not a dealer. Well, I do sell some of it, but 
not, like.... Look, my cousin —” 

“_ Spare me,” the FBI agent interrupted. He knuckled the bags across the table 
until they were right in front of Andrew. “We know all about Josh and Sam. We know 
about the fields south of Antioch. We can shut that operation down anytime we please, 
but that’s not why we're here. So go ahead and put these away.” 

Andrew didn’t move. 

“Just put them back in your pocket before some teacher wanders by and sees 
them. I really don’t have time to deal with that right now.” 

Andrew still didn’t move. 

“Come on kid, stash the doob. We’re dealing with mass murder, not dime bags at 
the county fair.” 

Andrew remained motionless. 

“All right,” the FBI agent said. He hefted his briefcase onto the table, snapped the 
locks and popped it open. He lifted the baggies of dope and stacked them neatly next to 
some paperwork inside the case. “They’re mine now,” he said, closing the briefcase and 
swinging it to the floor in one fluid motion. 

“But...” 

“We know you supplied Daniel Martin with marijuana,” Agent Murry continued 
with his original course of questioning. “Did he ever mention any of his clients to you?” 


“You took my pot!” 
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“Three times I asked you to take it off the table.” 

“T thought you were setting me up!” 

“Setting you up? Kid, you're the one who brought the stuff out in the first place.” 

“Yeah, but...” 

“Yeah, what?” 

“T need it.” 

“Well I’m not giving it back now, so you might as well pay attention and answer 
my questions. Did Daniel Martin ever talk about his clients with you?” 

“His clients? What clients?” 

“The people to whom he sold marijuana.” 

“No, he didn’t sell to people. He only sold it to his friends.” 

“Uh huh. Did he ever mention a man named Wayne White?” 

“Who?” 

“Wayne White.” 

“T don’t know anybody named Wayne White.” 

Agent Murry pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Did Daniel Martin ever 
say the name Wayne White in your presence?” 

“No. No, no.” 

“How about Jeff Asbury?” 

“No. There’s a Jeff Hauser here at school, but I don’t think he was friends with 
Daniel.” 

“Did he ever tell you anything about his system? How he contacted his clients? 


Where he made his deals?” 
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“No! He didn’t have a system! The whole thing was, I needed to sell more bags to 
pay off Sam, and I knew Daniel had this group of friends he hung out with — they’re kind 
of like jocks, but they don’t play sports. Real assholes, most of them. Daniel too. A real 
asshole. And I figured he could sell the extra bags to those assholes so I could get 
enough money to keep Sam from killing me.” 

“Did Sam know you were running his dope through another dealer?” 

“No! Daniel was not another dealer! I’m not a dealer!” 

“So Sam didn’t know anything about Daniel?” 

“No. I didn’t want him to know that I couldn’t sell the baggies myself.” 

“Was Daniel selling drugs to Paul Wolfe?” 

“The cop? No. I doubt it. I don’t know. I know Daniel was friends with Trevor. 
Maybe he sold drugs to Trevor.” 

“Did Daniel ever mention Paul Wolfe? Was Paul Wolfe threatening him in any 
way?” 

“No. I don’t know.” 

“Did Daniel ever say anything about making a connection inside the prison? Do 
you know if he had any friends or relatives inside the prison?” 

“No. Look, Daniel and I didn’t talk.” 

“Were either you or Daniel selling drugs to Chad Lewis or Tom Jaycee?” 

“I wasn’t. I can’t speak for Daniel, but I doubt it. He didn’t hang with people like 
Chad or Tom.” 

“Because?” 

“Well they were real geeks. Real losers.” 


“So did you hang with Chad and Tom?” 
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Andrew caught the edge of sarcasm in the FBI man’s question. He shrugged. “Not 


too much.” 


Agent Murry scratched the side of his neck and tapped his pen against the pad of 


paper he’d been using to take notes. He looked at Andrew and fired another one; “How 


about Julie Muncie? You or Daniel sell to her?” 


you?” 


“Not me,” Andrew answered. “Maybe Daniel.” 
“She wasn’t a geek then? Not a loser?” 
“No. She was Trevor’s girlfriend.” 


“How about her father? Did Daniel ever mention her father, Robert Muncie, to 


Andrew shook his head. 
“Did Daniel ever mention any enemies or anybody who would want to hurt him?” 


“No. Like I told you, Daniel and I weren’t friends. We didn’t talk to each other any 


more than we had to.” 


“Because you're more of a geek and a loser?” Agent Murry set down the pen, 


finished. 


“Pretty much.” 

Agent Murry nodded. “I can see that.” 

“Can I have my pot back?” 

“No.” 

Andrew sat there, blinking. Agent Murry stared at him. 

“Sam’s going to kill me if I don’t get him the money for it.” 

“You turn up dead, we'll know where to look. FBI likes easy ones.” 


“Are you going to arrest Sam?” 
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“Eventually. You too, eventually. But right now we’ve got more important things 
to do. Please sign out with the officer at the circulation desk and have him send in the 
next kid.” Agent Murry busied himself with paperwork, dismissing Andrew as coldly as 
you please. 

Andrew got to his feet and slid the door open a crack. Before stepping out, he 
asked, “What are you going to do with it?” 

“With what?” Agent Murry answered without looking up from his papers. 

“The marijuana.” 

“None of your business.” 

Andrew waited. Then, “Because if you're going to smoke it, I think you should pay 
for it.” 

Agent Murry set his pen down and looked at Andrew. “Seriously?” 

“Well, yeah. Those baggies are worth a lot of money.” 

“To answer your question; no, I’m not going to smoke it.” Agent Murry returned 
to his paperwork. 

Andrew waited at the door. “So what should I do about Sam? He'll kill me if I 
don’t get his money. If you want, TIl wear a wire and meet with him. Then when he’s 
about to kill me, you guys can come in and arrest him.” 

Once again, Agent Murry set his pen down. “Ah, just like in the movies,” he said 
wistfully. 

When Andrew didn’t move, Agent Murry said, “You’re worried about Sam? Don’t 
be. We know all about Sam. He won’t kill you for a few hundred dollars of scrub-weed. 
Worse he'll do is beat you up, maybe slice you a little with that switchblade of his. 


Nothing fatal.” 
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Halfway in, halfway out of the cubicle, Andrew paused to digest that information. 
It didn’t sit well. 

“You really are worried, aren’t you?” the federal agent continued. “Then maybe 
you should do like all the big time drug dealers do.” 

“What’s that?” Andrew asked, hopeful. 


“Get a gun.” 
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Chapter Seventeen 


Agent Alex Kahn worked his cell phone in the parking lot of a Pizza Hut just off 
Metropolitan Avenue, pacing up and down the grey asphalt while punching numbers 
and waiting on hold. His shadow played across the faded yellow concrete curbs as the 
mid-morning sun hammered him with another unseasonably hot day. Four agents from 
the Kansas City office of the FBI waited in a dark blue Ford sedan parked in the waning 
shade of the peeked red roof. They had all four doors open, their jackets off, aviator 
sunglass on, and their mouths set in four identical thin lines of impatience. 


“Yes, hello!” Agent Kahn finally got a human voice across the airwaves. “Who is 


this?” 
“My name is Eric Benson with the State Attorney’s office.” 
“No, I need to speak with Mr. Hiram Coffey. I need to speak with him now.” 
“Mr. Coffey is unable to take your call just now, Agent Kahn. Perhaps I can assist 
you —” 


“—I doubt that very much. Please, get Mr. Coffey on the line.” 

“Tm afraid that’s not possible.” 

Kahn held the phone at arm’s length. His upper lip pulled away from his teeth in 
a snarl that nobody would want captured on their camera phone. The other agents in the 
car watched and waited. Kahn turned his back on the car and brought the phone to his 
ear. 


“Mr. Benson, is it?” 
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“Yes, and I am fully authorized by the State Attorney’s office to speak to all 
matters of—” 

“_Mr. Benson, I have in my hand warrants to search the Federal Prison at 
Leavenworth’s records.” 

“As you know, Agent Kahn, the Bureau of Prisons—” 

“_The warrants were legally signed by Judge Maxx of the third district. I 
understand the Bureau of Prisons has autonomy over their documents, but Judge Maxx 
agreed that circumstances involving the kidnapping and murder of minors grants FBI 
jurisdiction over any and all government records that may lead to the identification and 
arrest of those guilty of complicit of—” 

“_TInner agency cooperation is always preferable to legal battles, Mr. Kahn. rm 
sure we can—” 

“—Cooperation? My men and I were just turned away from the prison by Warden 
Schugart, who threatened to have us shot if we stepped inside his prison. He actually 
had armed guards escort us from the premises.” 

“I understand you're upset, Agent Kahn, but—” 

“Don’t patronize me, Mr. Benson. We’ve got four dead teenage boys, one dead 
cop, and one dead convict — Wayne White, a kidnapper and murderer serving multiple 
life sentences — who was supposed to be safely incarcerated in the Leavenworth 
penitentiary at the time he was killed. We need to know when and how that prisoner 
escaped and how he stayed gone for so long with no alarms being raised. We need access 
to the prison’s records, we need access to the prison’s employees, and we need access to 
the fucking prisoners!” 


“Well, now.... I don’t think we can discuss this any further.” 
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“Warden Schugart turned us away with a TRO signed by Mr. Hiram Coffey of the 
State’s Attorney office. I want Coffey on the phone. Right. Now.” 

“Tve told you, Mr. Coffey is busy at the moment.” 

“A girl is still missing, Mr. Benson. Time is critical. If you have any sense of 
decency, you'll help me find her.” 

“I am trying to help you, Mr. Kahn.” 

“How? How are you helping me?” 

“Tve told you, Mr. Coffey is busy.” 

“Helpful.” 

“And if you would listen to me, I will explain why Mr. Coffey issued the 
temporary restraining order against you.” 

“Go on.” 

“As it so happens, they have already discovered how the prisoner escaped. 
Apparently he was paying a guard to smuggle him in and out.” 

“What? How is that possible?” 

“T don’t know all the details, but apparently the guard was able to use his 
authority to get the prisoner out of jail. Apparently they had been doing it for some 
time.” 

“Unbelievable.” 

“Yes, well. That’s how it happened. And the State’s Attorney’s office agrees that 
having FBI agents investigating the prison would create a disruptive, possibly 
dangerous, situation.” 

“Uh huh. I’m going to need to speak with the guard. What’s his name?” 


“Well that... may be difficult.” 
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“Right,” Kahn picked up on the implication. “Was he shot evading arrest, or was 
it suicide?” When Mr. Benson didn’t reply, Kahn continued, “I’m guessing suicide. That 
way the note explained everything, right?” 

“Tm sure I don’t know what you’re implying, Agent Kahn, but I suggest you 
contact the local police for more details. The State’s Attorney’s office can no longer be of 
any assistance.” 

The phone went dead. Kahn holstered it on his hip and looked at the sun. Not yet 
noon and it was already high in the sky and blisteringly hot. Kahn turned back to the car 


wondering just when it happened that Kansas had become Louisiana. 
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Chapter Eighteen 


Andrew stood in line to sign out after his ‘interview’. The student before him — a 
Vietnamese kid named Ben Tein from his history class — argued with Officer Spear. 

“But I don’t have a phone number,” Ben Tein explained. 

“Everybody has a phone number,” Officer Spear countered. 

“Not me.” 

“What’s that clipped to your belt?” 

“Nothing.... A video game.” 

“Looks like a cell phone to me.” 

“Its not.” 

“Let me see it.” 

“No.” 

The policeman leaned forward and looked Ben dead in the eye. “I asked to see 
your video game.” 

Ben backed up, accidentally stepping on Andrew’s toes. Off balance, Ben flailed 
his arms. Andrew put his hands on Ben’s shoulders to stop him from falling and guided 
him back to the counter. Ben nodded his thanks. 

The cop waited for him with his hand out. 

“Okay. It is a phone,” Ben admitted. “But I can’t give you the number.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because my parents get the bill.” 


“So?” 
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“It would upset them to see the police’s phone number on the bill.” 

“Not for nothing,” the cop scanned the list of student names provided by the 
principal, “Bee... Binah...?” 

“Ben. Everybody calls me Ben.” 

“Ben. Not for nothing Ben, but who gives a shit? Now I need your phone 


number.” 


KEK 


After getting Andrew’s phone number, Officer Spear informed him that class had 
been cancelled for the day and told him that if he needed a ride home, he could wait 
around until the interviews were over and one of the officers would give him a lift. 
Andrew didn’t fancy a ride in a squad car just yet — plenty of time for that later — so he 
excused himself and hurried to catch Ben. 

“Oh man, oh man, oh shit, oh man, oh fuck, oh...,” Ben ranted as Andrew stepped 
in line next to him. 

“Hey, Ben,” Andrew interrupted. “You got a car, right?” 

“Fuck!” Ben yelled, spinning around, twirling his arms. He balled a hand into a 
fist, thought better of it and instead slammed his open palm against a locker. The clang 
of dented metal reverberated down the empty hallway. 

Ben stood there, leaning against the locker door, his head bowed low with two 
crescents of oily black hair hanging over his forehead like a spider’s mandibles. The 
narrow triangle of his back heaved with every labored breath. “So...,” Andrew continued. 


“T was thinking maybe I could catch a ride?” 
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KEK 


“T am a dead man,” Ben informed Andrew for the millionth time in the past few 
minutes. “I’m dead.” 

“Uh huh,” Andrew replied. “You can just drop me at the corner of 4'* and 
Spruce.” 

Ben turned the wheel of his car, a navy blue Toyota Corolla that was impressively 
clean and well maintained for being over five years old, and headed in the exact opposite 
direction of 4 and Spruce. 

“Tm dead.” Ben looked at Andrew for confirmation. “I am a dead man,” he 
nodded his head, finally and truly coming to terms with it. 

Andrew sighed. 

“Look, Ben. It can’t be that bad.” 

“Hal” 

“Tf it makes you feel any better, I’m dead too. I’m deader than you.” 

“Oh no, youre not.” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“Tell me.” 

“For starters, I gave Daniel a lot of marijuana to sell for me, but now that he’s 
dead, I don’t have the pot or the money and I have to pay off the real drug dealer on 
Friday. And this guy is scary. He’s already beaten the shit out of me once for not having 


his money, and that time it wasn’t even anything big. Like twenty dollars or something. 
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This time it is a lot more. Oh, and the FBI agent who interviewed me just stole my last 
two bags of pot.” 

“He stole your marijuana?” 

“Yeah.” 

“What do you mean? He went to your house...?” 

“No, I was carrying some on me and....” 

“He searched you?” 

“Not exactly.” 

“I don’t get it. How did he know you were carrying?” 

“Forget it, okay? Suffice it to say I am dead twofold: one, because the real drug 
dealer is going to kill me; two, because the FBI has baggies of pot with my finger prints 
all over them and it is just a matter of time before they bust me and send me to jail 
where I'll be shanked and killed. See? Pm way deader than you are.” 

Ben considered this in silence while he navigated through some orange 
construction barrels on Delaware Street. 

“No,” Ben concluded. “You'll be fine. Assuming the drug dealer doesn’t kill you, 
and he probably won’t. He'll probably just mess you up. So all that’ll happen is you'll go 
to jail, but you'll go in as a drug dealer, and everybody likes drug dealers. You'll make 
friends; join a gang. You'll be fine. I am the one who is most dead.” 

“Well what the fuck, Ben? What makes you so special?” 

“They found some stuff on Daniel’s computer.” 

“So?” 

“Pirated movies and stuff.” 


“Oh my God. So?” 
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“So they traced it to me.” 

“Pirated movies?” 

“It’s not a joke! That’s big business, those movie studios.” 

“Dude, they'll fucking fine you. Big fucking deal.” 

“Yeah, well. What do you think my parents will do when they find out? They'll kill 
me for sure.” 

“Okay, your parents? They won’t kill you. They probably won’t even spank you. I 
owe big money to a three hundred pound drug dealer with a tattoo on his arm that reads 
Dead dogs lick no balls.” 

“But that’s not all, the pirated movies. There’s more.” 

“Oh no. Don’t tell me there was illegally downloaded music too?” 

“No.” 

“What? Porn?” 

Ben didn’t answer which was answer enough. 

“What, like bad porn? Kiddie porn?” 

“Oh man, I don’t know! I just ran this program that grabbed all these video clips 
from the internet based on search terms — Asian, sex, porn, fuck, lesbian — like that, and 
then copied the results to DVD and sold some copies around school.” 

“That doesn’t sound too bad.” 

“Yeah, but you can’t tell! Those Asian girls — they could be thirty, they could be 
thirteen. If they are thirteen, all of a sudden, I’m a sexual predator!” 


“But youre not even eighteen years old yourself. You won’t go to jail or anything.” 
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“That’s not the point. If I’m even accused of such a thing, my name would be put 


on that list. Everywhere I go, I’d have to register as a sex offender. My life would be 


over.” 

“Yeah, right. I still say I’m deader than you.” 

“No, because if I’m accused of child pornography, I would have no choice. I would 
have to kill myself.” 


Andrew turned away and watched as the red brick buildings of historic 
Downtown Leavenworth gave way to ubiquitous glass and cinderblock strip mall 
storefronts as Ben drove west out of town. Some arguments, Andrew decided, just 


weren’t worth winning. 


KEK 


“We have to break into the police station,” Ben said. 

They were parked in a turnabout off the side of a rural route somewhere near 
Edwardsville. A grey trash bin bolted between two wooden beams separated the 
passenger’s side of the Corolla from the untamed wilderness of Eastern Kansas. Andrew 
spotted a pair of pink panties hanging on the far edge of the trash bin and wondered, 
WTF? 

“Its the only way,” Ben continued. 

The panties showed no visible signs of damage. They looked as if they had been 
tossed out the window of a car and landed just so on the lip of the trash bin. 


Why? Who? WTF? 
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“You want your marijuana back, right?” Ben turned in his seat to engage Andrew 
in the conversation. “You need it, right? Well, breaking into the police station is the only 
way.” 

What probably happened was a guy had been fingering his girlfriend as they 
cruised these desolate county roads. Then the panties got too wet and had to be thrown 
away because she couldn’t risk bringing cummy panties home for wash. That was 
probably what happened. 

“You gonna help me? You’ve got to help me. It’s the only way.” 

Having figured out the mystery of the incongruous panties to his satisfaction, 
Andrew turned his attention to Ben. 

“Tm not breaking into the police station,” Andrew told him. “Can we go home 
now?” 

“You are not listening to me!” Ben pleaded with exaggerated arm movements. His 
oriental eyes grew expressively wide and his staccato accent deepened the more 
impassioned his speech became. “I can break into the police computers; I know I can. 
Once I do, your part will be super easy. All you have to do is dress like a cop. Wait! Just 
listen to me! I can make you fake identification, I can fix your face to make you look 
older. You walk in there — everything will already be done. All the forms will be filled out 
on the computer. You show your fake badge, pick up Daniel’s computer and your pot, 
and walk out. Super easy!” 

By now Andrew was backed against the passenger’s door, as far away from the 
flying spittle as possible. He rubbed his thumb across his eyebrow and shook his head. 

“T hate to disappoint you, Ben, but no. I’m not going to do it. I can’t.” 


“Why not!” 
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“Jesus, calm down! Look, man, this whole thing has got me thinking. I knew 
Tom. I liked Tom. He was a friend....” 

“Okay, okay,” Ben prompted Andrew, trying to hurry him along. 

“So Daniel was a jerk. Trevor was pretty much a jerk too. But Chad and Tom....” 

“Okay, Andrew, what’s the point?” 

“Tve just been thinking that I’m no different from Chad or Tom. Whatever they 
did to get themselves murdered, I could see myself doing the same type of thing. I do a 
lot of stupid stuff just because I go along with everything. I’ve decided I’m going to stop 
doing stupid stuff.” 

“That’s fine, Andrew. That’s real good. That means you will help me break into 
the police station.” 

“No, see, it doesn’t mean that at all.” 

“Sure it does. Because I’m the smartest person you know.” 

“T...,” Andrew started to reply to the contrary, but the protest died in his mouth. 
None of Andrew’s friends readily fell into the ‘smart’ category. And though Andrew 
didn’t know Ben Tein very well, he was Asian... 

“Tm straight ‘A’, honor roll, Scholastic Merit award winner, Library of Congress 
scholarship award recipient, Junior Representative to the Governor’s council for 
educational excellence, Mensa... let’s see what else,” Ben counted off his intellectual 
credentials on both hands now, “summa cum laude in Who’s Who, and I spent two 
weeks this summer participating in a freshman think tank in Chicago, an honor I won by 
writing an essay on new medical imaging procedures and how computer models can 
match them to facilitate pharmaceutical research. You don’t know anybody smarter than 


2 


me. 
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“Yeah but...,” 

“Tm smart. So if you go along with me, you'll be going along with something 
smart.” 

“T don’t know, it sure sounds stupid.” 

“That’s because it is actually smart. You're so used to stupid, you don’t recognize 
smart and it seems stupid to you. Trust me; I’m very, very smart. I know what I’m 
doing.” 

“So why do you need me if you’re so smart? Why don’t you just walk into the 
police station with your own ‘super easy’ disguise?” 

“Because there are no Vietnamese police officers.” 

“So? Disguise yourself as a white guy.” 

“The key to modeling a disguise is to exaggerate the features. I need Anglo 
features. I need you. Besides, don’t you want your pot back?” 

Andrew could have used some of that marijuana just then. Thinking about 
lighting up a fatty, Andrew must have nodded his head because the next thing he knew 
Ben was slapping him on the shoulder, thanking him profusely, and promising he 
‘would not regret it’. Then they almost had an accident when Ben pulled out of the 
turnabout without checking his mirrors and barely missed getting creamed by a heavy 
pickup truck that swerved onto the shoulder — all screeching tires and clouds of dust — 
to avoid plowing into them. 

“Don’t worry,” Ben reassured Andrew. “This car has side airbags.” 


And once again the smartest Asian kid in the world had an answer for everything. 


KEK 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 149 


“Check this out,” Ben said, wagging a finger at the computer monitor. Andrew got 
off the bed, where he’d been relaxing on top of a plush comforter and two overstuffed 
pillows, and walked to Ben’s side. Half an hour ago Ben had taken Andrew’s picture with 
a digital camera, downloaded the result into his computer, and had been fucking with 
Andrew’s face ever since. The results were now displayed on the monitor’s ultra-sharp 
plasma screen. 

Andrew barely recognized himself. 

The Andrew on the monitor looked older, with wrinkles around his eyes and at 
the corners of his mouth. His hair cut shorter, way shorter, and a darker shade of brown. 
His eyes were also brown now instead of blue-green. He had facial hair: a goatee on his 
chin and righteous side burns. There was even a bump in the center of his nose, like it 
had been broken and fixed poorly. What the computer hadn’t been able to change was 
the appearance of hopelessness and despair which had recently become Andrew’s 
signature expression. 

“That’s supposed to be me?” Andrew said. 

“No, that is Officer Arman. He’s the one who is going to get Daniel’s computer 
and your dope from the evidence locker.” Ben leaned back and smiled smugly. 

“But that’s supposed to be me?” 

“Well. As Officer Arman, yes.” 

“No way.” 

“What?” 

“Look at the hair. I’m not cutting my hair that short. That’s practically a crew 


cut. 
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“Yeah, okay Andrew. But maybe think of it this way — you cut your hair or the 
drug dealer who wants his marijuana back cuts your face. What do you think?” 

“Td much rather have scars than douche bag hair like that.” 

“Shit, fuck, shit.” Ben hammered the keyboard a few times and Officer Arman 
grew hair — two inches, three inches.... Ben looked over his shoulder and Andrew 
nodded for him to continue. Four inches... six.... “Okay,” Ben complained. “That’s more 
hair than you have now.” 

“Yeah I know. I just wanted to see how it looks.” Andrew thought about it. “Looks 
good.” 

“No way it would pass police regulations,” Ben backed the hair up to about the 
length Andrew currently wore. “We’ll mousse it back, make it look shorter anyway.” A 
few more clicks and Officer Arman’s hair became a slick, black carpet lying flat on his 
skull. 

“Oh my God, that looks terrible!” Andrew observed. 

“But it’s all dye and gel. Fifteen minutes after you get Daniel’s computer from the 
police station, you can wash it out and be back to your sexy, fluffy self.” 

“I still don’t see how you're going to get me to look like that.” 

“Super easy. A trip to Hobby Lobby, another trip to Sephora, and you are Officer 
Arman.” Ben started hammering the keyboard again. “Just give me a few minutes to 
print out your identification cards.” 

Andrew stood up and shoved his hands into his pockets. He thought about laying 
back down on the dreamy bed but, even though he was pretty sure the fluffy-sexy 
remark had been sarcasm, no point in taking any chances. Instead he wandered around 


the bedroom, checking out Ben’s nick-knacks and flair. The computer station was an L 
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shaped desk fit into the corner. On the other leg of the desk was a complete AV system — 
TV, DVD, stereo, video game system — the works. All the DVDs and video games were 
stored in racks mounted on the wall. Andrew moved close to the racks and read some 
titles — Kung Fu Hustle, Crouching Tiger, The Hulk.... As for games, there was Tiger 
Woods’ Golf, Math Blaster 5.0, Classic Arcade Games 3000. Boring. Andrew figured 
Ben had to hide the good stuff from his parents. 

Andrew moved to the opposite wall and inspected the bookshelf. Most of the 
shelves were packed with text books. The top of the bookshelf was cluttered with 
trophies. Andrew stood up on his tiptoes to read the plaques —1%* Place Science Fair, 34 
Place Spelling Bee, 1st Place Mathnasium, 1% Place Rocket Science Fair.... Only 3"4 place 
in the Spelling Bee? What an idiot. 

There was one photograph in a frame resting on the top shelf. It showed Ben 
shaking hands with an Asian man. The Asian man was shorter than Ben, had thick 
glasses that obscured his eyes, wore a long white doctor’s smock, and had lots of 
crooked, yellow teeth in his smile. They stood together in some lab, surrounded by 
science equipment, next to a blackboard that had been overloaded with chalky numbers 
and symbols. The photograph had been signed with a Sharpie, but Andrew couldn’t 
make out the name. 

“That’s Albay Yao,” Ben said. The LaserJet printer hummed to life and took in a 
sheet of photo quality paper. “He discovered a new way of quantifying bosons. On the 
one hand, it was a blow to the D-Brane theory, but it also improved our understanding 
of dark matter. He was nominated for the Nobel prize.” 

“I have a signed picture of Bo Jackson,” Andrew countered. “He played football 


and baseball.” 
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Ben nodded as if he understood what Bo Jackson had to do with anything, and 
then turned his attention to the papers coming out of the printer. “I’m going to have to 
tweak these before getting them laminated, so it is going to take a while. You want me to 
drop you off somewhere?” 

Before Andrew could say — Home! Home where I still have three baggies of 
marijuana that I can’t sell so I might as well smoke because I’m going to need to be 
high if I’m really going to impersonate a cop tonight so I can break into the police 
station to steal evidence related to a mass murder — a shrill voice called from 
downstairs, “Ben! Get your ass down here! NOW!” 

“Goddamnit,” Ben jumped out of his chair, yanked the door open and hollered, 
“What do you want!” 

“Another one of your creepy friends is here!” 

“Who?” 

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t let him in the house. He looks like a serial killer.” 

“Tell him TIl be down in a second.” 

“You tell him! I’m not opening the door.” 

“Stupid bitch,” Ben muttered to himself. “My younger sister,” he explained to 
Andrew. “She’s a real bitch. Come on.” 

As they made their way downstairs, Andrew got a glimpse of the bitchy sister. She 
was a tiny girl, reed-thin with long, black hair and latte colored skin. She stood in the 
living room, arms crossed, and glared at Andrew with narrow eyes. “Are you still selling 
those porn DVDs?” she snapped at her brother. “Is that why all these creeps are coming 
to our house?” 


“Oh, why don’t you just shut your mouth,” Ben snapped back. 
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Andrew smiled at her. She turned her button nose up and stormed out of the 
room. 

What grade is she? Andrew wondered. Maybe a freshman? 

Ben opened the front door and Denis Bozzeman charged the house, his black 
trench coat flailing about as he pleaded with the computer whiz — “Oh my God Ben I’m 
so glad you're here you've got to help me they’re gonna kill me! You gotta get me out of 
here I'll pay you I'll pay you anything but you’ve got to help me before they find me, like, 
right NOW! NOW, Ben! You’ve got to help me! They’re gonna kill me!” 

Ben grabbed Bozzeman’s wrists to stop him from knocking over the pedestal and 
vase in the foyer, and swung him into the living room. 

“Shut the door!” Bozzeman cried. Ben looked over his shoulder at the rectangle of 
day light allowed in by the wide opened front door. Before Ben could move, Bozzeman 
flew past him, back into the foyer where the vase wobbled from displaced air, and threw 
his heavy body against the door, slamming it shut. The pedestal tilted. Ben hurried to 
steady it. Bozzeman crouched down in a squat and peered out the ornate glass panels of 
the front door, his wild eyes darting back and forth. 


“Hey Ben,” Andrew asked. “Is your sister a freshman?” 


KEK 


Bozzeman delved into the side pockets of his trench coat and came out with three 
bundles of cash, what looked to be twenty dollar bills stacked three fingers thick. He 


tossed them on Ben’s bed and retrieved two more stacks, adding them to the pile as well. 
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“Five thousand dollars,” Bozzeman said. “For a new identity. And, once I get away safe, 
five thousand more.” 

Andrew, sitting on the edge of the bed, reached over and took one of the stacks. 
He brought it to his face and fanned the edge with his thumb as if he had some magical 
drug-dealer ability to count stacks of bills by sense of touch. When he noticed both Ben 
and Denis glaring at him, he tossed the stack back. It bounced off the lush bedspread, hit 
Bozzeman’s knee, and fell to the floor. Bozzeman scooped it up, leaned over and set it 
with the rest of the money. He dragged the money closer to his side of the bed, away 
from Andrew. 

“You're fucking crazy,” Ben said. “Nobody wants to kill you. You’re just paranoid 
from smoking too much weed.” 

“Speaking of which,” Andrew pointed at Bozzeman. “You still owe me for two 
baggies.” 

“T do not! You never delivered the goods!” 

“Only because the cops got it. I took all the risks. You owe me the money.” 

“Un uh. I’m not paying for dope I didn’t get.” 

“Look, don’t worry about it. I’ve got plenty more dope. In fact, since it sounds like 
yow re about to go on a long trip, I'll sell you my entire stash for...” Andrew tried to 
remember the exact amount he owed Sam. He drew a blank. But Bozzeman was damn 
sure throwing around a lot of money, “One thousand dollars.” There. A nice, round 
number. 

“How much is in your stash?” Bozzeman asked. 

“Enough,” Andrew evaded. 


“T could use some traveling pot...,” Bozzeman rubbed his pudgy chin. 
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“Excuse me!” Ben interrupted. “But my mom is going to be home soon. So could 
you guys maybe do your drug deals somewhere else, some other time?” 

“No problem,” Andrew leaned back. 

“What about my new identity?” Bozzeman turned to Ben. “You'll do it, right? 
You'll help me escape?” 

“Tm not the witness protection agency. I make fake IDs. They aren’t very good, 
and they don’t last very long.” 

“What do you mean, they aren’t any good?” Andrew looked at the wallet sized 
picture of Officer Arman sitting in the printer’s output bin. 

“No, they're good,” Ben assured Andrew. “For specific purposes, they’re very 
good. They’re just not intended to last a life time, you see.” 

“Tm not walking into a police station with a bad fake ID.” 

“You won't be! I swear!” 

“Hey!” Bozzeman cried, “What about me? I’m marked for death here. I need 
help.” 

“Would you stop with that ‘marked for death’ crap? Who would want to kill you?” 
Ben asked. 

“The Satanists! The cult! They killed Tom and Chad and those people and now 
they’re after me.” 

Andrew and Ben exchanged a look. “Bullshit,” they said simultaneously. 

Bozzeman gripped the stacks of money in his fists. “I stole this from my dad,” he 
said, his hands trembling. “I took it from his safe. I also stole his credit cards, bank 
cards, and pin numbers. Not just his personal accounts, but for the hardware store as 


well. Right before I skip town, I’m going to drain as much money as I can from all these 
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accounts. I think I can get somewhere around one hundred thousand dollars. I assure 
you, I am not bullshitting!” 

“So you really know who killed Chad and Tom?” Andrew asked. 

“Jesus! Are you deaf and stupid? I told you, yes. Yes, yes, yes! In fact, I was the 
one who tried to warn Julie that they were going to kill her.” 

Andrew and Ben shared the same look of disbelief again. “But they haven’t found 
Julie yet,” Ben said. “How do you know she’s dead?” 

“They may still be torturing her.... Cutting her.... Raping her....” Bozzeman got a 
faraway look in his eyes and a low moan came from his throat. 

“What the hell, Bozzeman,” Ben said. “Just who are these people?” 

“Seriously, I thought it was just a gag. I mean, I hoped it wasn’t, you know? I 
wanted to believe it... but... Baalthazar.” Denis Bozzeman clapped a chubby hand over 
his mouth. His eyes bulged. 

Ben and Andrew waited while Bozzeman breathed through his nose — a moist, 
wheezy sound. 

“What?” Andrew asked. 

Bozzeman took his hand away just long enough to whisper, “I shouldn’t have 
spoken his name!” He leapt up and went to the window. He crouched down, pulled apart 
two slates of the Venetian blinds — just a crack — and peered outside. 

“Fuck,” Ben muttered, exasperated. “My mom’s going to be home soon. I don’t 
need this shit.” 

“Hey, uh, Ben,” Andrew whispered, one eye on Bozzeman who was still watching 


the street with a hand over his mouth. “Can I speak to you in the hall?” 
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Ben threw his hands in the air and stormed out of his bedroom. Andrew followed 
him quietly so as not to alert Bozzeman. 

“What?” Ben asked. Andrew closed the door softly behind them. 

“Shhh!” Andrew hushed Ben, moving closer to talk in quite confidence. Ben’s 
sister came out of her room down the hall. She wore a metallic blue leotard, headband, 
and candy red iPod earphones — ready for a workout. She took one look at Andrew and 
Ben, standing together close enough to kiss, said, “Ugh!” and ducked back into her 
room. 

Andrew continued looking at the place where she had been, the vision of her lithe 
little body burning into his memory, until Ben let loose with a rousing, “What the fuck, 
Andrew?” 

“Shush!” Andrew corralled Ben further down the hall away from his bedroom. “I 
got a proposition for you.” 

“Yeah, yeah. What is it?” 

“T...,” Andrew wondered if there was a better way to phrase this particular 
thought, couldn’t come up with anything, so continued with, “I want to take Bozzeman’s 
money.” 

“Shit,” Ben rolled his eyes. “What are you going to do? Beat him up and take it?” 

“No! No, no, no. Nothing like that. But what we do is, give him what he wants, 
you know, his new identity and all that.” 

“I can’t give him a new identity. All I can do is make him a fake ID.” 

“Well that’s good enough, isn’t it? I mean, good enough for him. You give him a 


fake ID, like what you just did for me.” 
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“T told you — your ID will only work for a very specific time; for a very specific 
purpose. You couldn’t be Officer Arman for the rest of your life.” 

“And that’s fine, but just don’t tell Bozzeman that when you give him his fake ID.” 

“So you want me to lie to him?” 

“T could really use that money, Ben.” 

“It’s not honest.” 

“Holy shit, Ben! You’ve got me breaking into a police station to steal a computer 
that may have kiddie porn on it! Don’t get all Jesus Christ on me now.” 

“Fine. I'll make him a fake ID.” 

“And?” 

“And tell him it is good enough to start a new life with.” 

“And we'll split the money fifty-fifty?” 

“T don’t see how that is any way fair, considering you aren’t doing anything.” 

“Well, rm not telling him your fake ID is bullshit, for one.” 

“But I don’t even want to make him the fake ID in the first place!” 

“Exactly my point!” 

Ben shook his head, trying to stave off the stupidity. It didn’t help. “Okay,” he 
relented. “Fine. Fifty-fifty. But you’ve got to get him out of my house.” 

“No problem.” 

“TIl drop you guys off wherever you want, but we—,” Ben pointed at Andrew with 
his finger, and then turned it back on himself, then back to Andrew “—we have a date at 
the police station tonight. Right?” 


“Sure thing.” 
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“Okay,” Ben said, pulling car keys from his pocket. “Grab Bozzeman and meet me 
outside.” 

Andrew paused before opening Ben’s bedroom door. He looked down the hall to 
where he’d last seen the little sister in her skin tight gym outfit. He waited, hand on the 
doorknob, hopeful that she would make another appearance. It took the sound of Ben 
leaning on the car horn outside, immediately followed by Bozzeman’s girlish yelp, to 


break Andrew from his trance and propel him into action. 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 160 


Chapter Nineteen 


Officer Mary Hampton, the police station’s techno-geek and unofficial librarian of 
all things criminal, was relaxing at the computer station with a cup of coffee, a copy of 
The Free Press, and a crispy fritter when Officer Sarah Bristol entered the room. Officer 
Bristol rapped Officer Hampton on the arm, causing a minor coffee disaster, and then 
pushed her rolling chair aside. “Hey!” Mary yelled, holding the coffee up and away so it 
wouldn’t spill anymore on her uniform. “What the hell?” 

“Move over,” Sarah said, “I need the computer.” 

“I was sitting there.” 

“Help me find something.” Sarah started punching keys and the computer 
chimed rapidly. 

“Stop it, Sarah!” Mary set the coffee next to the fritter and pulled her chair back 
toward the computer. “You’re messing everything up.” 

“So. What the hell is that?” The computer beeped three times then made a sound 
like breaking glass. 

“Shit. Now you've done it. The computer needs to reboot.” Mary slapped Sarah’s 
hands away and pressed some buttons. The screen flickered off then started the boot up 
process. 

“Great,” Sarah complained. “How long’s this gonna take now?” 

“Long enough. You could have just asked me to help, you know.” 

“I did.” 


“And then you started fucking around anyway. What’s wrong with you?” 
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“Tm in a hurry.” 

“Uh huh. And it worked out real well for you, too, didn’t it?” 

“Yeah, yeah. So here’s what I want — I want all the unsolved murders on file cross 
referenced with prisoners incarcerated in the Hot House.” 

Mary sipped the coffee, nibbled the fritter, and said, “I can do that.” 

“You can?” 

“Sure. But you have to tell me why.” 

“Because you have the most beautiful green eyes I’ve ever seen,” Sarah leaned in 
and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. Mary recoiled. 

“Okay, that’s creepy. Are you sure you're okay?” 

“Tm fine.” 

“You've been working a lot of hours lately, and that whole thing...,” Mary dropped 
her voice and looked at Sarah with genuine concern. 

“Wha?” 

“You know. With Paul.” 

Sarah waved a hand, dismissing it. “It was a better way to go than dying of old 
age. For Paul, that is. Anyway, that’s what this is all about — I’m going to bring Paul’s 
murderers to justice.” 

“You are?” 

“Yeah, but listen — I don’t want you talking to anybody about this, okay? In fact, 
don’t log on as yourself when the computer boots up. Use my account. You don’t want 
any of this getting back to you.” 


“First of all, you don’t have the same access rights I do. Secondly, bullshit.” 
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“Mary,” Sarah took her hand and held it tight, “I’m not kidding. This is going to 
get ugly and you don’t want to be part of it. Whatever access I need, you give it to me 
and you run the searches as me. In fact, do you know if Paul’s account has been deleted 
yet?” 

Mary shook her head. 

“Tf it hasn’t, can you give Paul access and run the searches as him? I’ve got his 
password.” 

“Sarah, my hand....” 

Sarah let go of Mary’s hand and smirked. “Sorry. I guess I don’t know my own 
strength.” 

“You should really just go home.” Mary scooted her chair a few inches away from 
Sarah. “Take some time off.” 

“TIl have time off when I’m dead.” Sarah laughed a little too loudly at her own 
joke. 

“Listen, Sarah, I’m sorry but I’m not going to hack Paul’s account or do anything 
behind Gus’ back —” 

“Oooo!” Sarah grabbed the arms of Mary’s chair and pulled her back closer. “No, 
you can’t tell Gus. This is going to be just between us girls, okay?” 

“No. Not okay! Hacking into computers and keeping secrets from the Captain are 
not copasetic ‘just between girls’ things. Honestly, Sarah, you’re talking crazy and you're 
starting to scare me so, you know, please... back off.” 

Sarah let go of the chair and sat up straight. She nodded her head and sighed. 
“Right. You’re right. I’m sorry. I got carried away.” 


“You know what I think? You really should take some time off.” 
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“T know. I know, I should. But Mary, think about this — Paul was killed by Wayne 
Wright.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Wayne Wright was a prisoner in the Hot House.” 

“Yeah, and the guard, whatshisname? Otis something, helped him escape. So 
what?” 

“Remember Victoria Mathews?” 

“The Case of the Speckled Trailer Trash?” 

“One and the same. What would you say if you knew her husband, her extremely 
jealous and violent husband, was currently serving 20 years in the Federal Penitentiary 
too?” 

“T would say, ‘Oh? What a coincidence.” 

“And what would you say if there were dozens of unsolved murders where the 
victims were related to or otherwise involved with prisoners currently serving time right 
here in Leavenworth’s own Graybar hotel?” 

Mary studied Sarah, looking for an indication she was joking or perhaps having a 
nervous breakdown. Nope. If anything, Sarah looked brighter and more alert than Mary 
had seen her since Paul had first gone missing. But then they always say crazy people are 
the last ones to find out they are crazy. 

“How do you know?” Mary asked. 

“How do I know what?” 

“What are we talking about! The murders, the prison....” 

“I don’t know know. I just know. You know?” 


“A hunch?” 
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“Sure. Call it women’s intuition.” 

“Here’s what I’m going to do — I’m going to call Gus right now and tell him to put 
you on administrative leave. Tell him you’ve cracked.” Mary reached for the phone. 

Sarah snatched the phone away. “Here’s the deal; you can call Captain Van 
Gitney after you've proven me wrong.” 

“No, I can call him now,” Mary went for the phone. Sarah held it high. The force 
of Mary’s lunge brought them together. Sarah steadied Mary with an arm around her 
waist. 

Sarah smiled and blew a kiss. 

Mary pulled away and sat back down, fuming. 

“Look,” Sarah said, trying to be reasonable now, “if you're really concerned about 
my mental health, just run the search. Prove me wrong and I'll go crawling to the 
department shrink with my tail tucked between my legs.” 

“But what if I do find a few? A few odd coincidences where some victim is 
associated with a prisoner in the Hot House? I'll be directly responsible for fueling your 
psychosis.” 

“It won't be just a few. It'll be at least...” Sarah looked at the ceiling. Her lips 
moved as she tallied. “Thirty. At least thirty unsolved murders that can be traced back to 
the Hot House.” 

“In Kansas?” 

“No, no. All over the country. Mostly in the Midwest, though. Places that are 
about a day’s drive away from Leavenworth.” 

“That is crazy.” 


“Prove it.” 
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“Okay, I will.” 

“But Mary,” Sarah dropped her tone, “don’t tell anyone.” 

“Sure.” 

“Tm serious. Use Paul’s account, don’t tell anyone, and be careful nobody is 
watching you. Call me when you get the results and I'll come pick them up. Don’t leave 
the station with them.” 

“When I do get the results, and they do prove you are crazy, I’m taking them 
directly to Gus.” 

“If they prove I’m crazy.” 

“When.” 

“But if they don’t...” Sarah put her finger to her lips and bugged her eyes wide. 

“Fucking drama queen,” Mary complained. She faced the computer and started 
typing. 

“Thank you, girl,” Sarah gave Mary’s shoulder a rough squeeze. Then she got an 
angry glare when she leaned across the keyboard to take a bite of Mary’s fritter. “Do you 
mind?” Mary snapped. 

Sarah excused herself around a mouthful of fried dough and left the computer 
lab. On her way out, she started humming a song that sounded an awful lot like Ted 


Nugent’s Cat Scratch Fever. 


KKK 


The station was dead. James and Barnes were on traffic — setting up an afternoon 


speed-trap no doubt. It was Farley’s day off. Norman was at court. Sarah was in the 
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mood to chit chat, maybe find a gym buddy, but all the cool cops were gone. Only the 
dregs of the police department remained. One such dreg, Officer Frank, approached 
Sarah with a heartbreaking look of concern on his long face. 

“How are you, Sarah?” he asked. “We haven’t had a chance to talk since...” He let 
it hang there, unspoken. 

Since Paul bit it? The voice in Sarah’s head finished for him. Awww, the little guy 
is all broken up about it, too. Lookit how sad he is. 

“Tm doing good, Frank,” Sarah replied, an inappropriate grin spreading across 
her face. “Thanks for asking.” 

“I would have thought you’d take some time off.” Officer Frank cocked his head, 
turning the statement into a question. 

Time off my ass. 

“It helps to stay busy.” 

Officer Frank nodded. “I guess so. Say, listen, why don’t you let me treat you to 
dinner tonight?” 

Holy shit! I’m not even cold yet, and he’s already macking on you!” 

“Gee, thanks Frank. But I don’t think so.” 

“I mean, you've got to eat. And I’m pretty good company when I need to be.” 
Officer Frank smiled meekly. 

Bullshit. m better company than he is and I’m dead. Ditch this looser. 

“Thanks a lot, Frank, but really.” Sarah moved past him. “I’ve got to wash my hair 
tonight.” 

Sarah stepped out of the station house into the hot afternoon. She waited on the 


top step for a moment, squinting up at the brilliant sun in the cloudless sky. She 
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bounded down the stairs, thinking she had plenty of time for a good, sweaty work-out 
before checking on Mary. Yeah, a good work-out followed by a nice, long, lingering 
shower, the voice in her head was comically low and seductive; a white boy trying to 
sound like Barry White. Body gel, that pulsing shower head, your favorite loofah. 
Mmmm, baby. But first things first — I want you benching your body weight by 


Thanksgiving so get your tush to the gym, girl. 


KEK 


Sarah Bristol lay on her bed, naked, lazily brushing her fingers through the wide 
base of the triangle of her soft brown pubic hair. She had just finished showering and 
took a little time for herself before returning to work; enjoying the peacefulness of the 
loft and the pleasant way her back and lateral muscles ached from the weight lifting. 
Tiny droplets of water flicked from her knuckles as she combed her pubes. 


She started a conversation in her head: 


Tell me something... 
What's that? 


How was it you let a two-bit looser like Wayne White get the drop 
on you? 


Well... I was distracted is what happened. 
Distracted? 
Yeah. 


With what? 
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You know... stuff. 
Sarah’s hand moved lower. Her fingers worked the cleft between her legs. 
Stuff? What stuff? 
Good Lord! Is that what it feels like? Holy shit! 
Sarah stopped touching herself. 
What was it you said? A better way to go than dying of old age? 
Hey, why’d’you stop? 
Getting your head blown off? Really? 
Well, yeah. Under the circumstances. 
What exactly were those circumstances, Paul? 
I... Uhhh... 


You bastard, I know what you were doing. You can’t hide things 
from me anymore. 


Aw, c’mon honey. It was just one of those things. 


Sure. You get your head shot off but it’s okay because at least you 
went out getting a blow job. 


What do you want me to say? In retrospect, yes, it probably wasn’t 
a good decision, but you have to admit — that or old age? 


God, youre such a jerk. 
Oh, ajerk am I? 
Yes. A dead jerk. 
Well would a jerk do this? 
Suddenly Sarah’s index finger plunged into her vagina. She gasped. The finger 


started moving. 
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Time passed. Orange rays of a setting sun passed through the open windows. 
Sarah watched miniscule particles of dust dance in the light falling across her bed. All 
was quiet on the street below the studio apartment. Sarah allowed herself to relax. 
What’s going to happen now? 
Mmmm, you tell me. I’ve never felt this before. 
No, you know what I mean. 


Yeah, I know what you mean. And I wish I could tell you, but I’m 
kind of making this up as I go along. 


Well youre doing a fine job. 
Paul? 


Mmmm? 
Am I going crazy? 
Come on, girl. You know better than that. 


But this is so... fucked up. Not in a bad way, necessarily, but.... 
Youre living inside my head. 


If you want me to go, I'll... 
No! It’s just, I don’t know. Different. 
For me too, babe. I've never been dead before. 
A shiver ran through Sarah’s body and it wasn’t entirely due to her busy finger. 
What was that about? 
God, Paul. You really are dead. 


Hey now. Come on. Sarah, please. It’s not bad, really. Suck it up 
there, Trooper. Cops don’t cry, remember? 


A single tear leaked from the corner of Sarah’s eye. 


I’m good. I’m okay. 
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Good. Because I think what’s happening now? With us? I think this 
is special. 
Same old Paul! 
No, not just this — 

Sarah’s finger bent at the knuckle and went plunging for the ‘G’. She turned her 

head and pushed her cheek — suddenly very warm — into the cool pillow. She smiled. 

Although — holy shit! Anyway, no, I think you and I? Together like 
this? We'll have the chance to do something not just ‘good’, but 
Good. Like Schwarzenegger good. You know? 
Schwarzenegger good? 
Yeah... Schwarzenegger good. 

Her finger started moving — in and out, in and out — each stroke making the walls 

slicker. Her thumb pressed against the clitoris. 

Ha! 
Slow it down some.... Here. 

Another finger entered, spreading the lips wider. 
I got it, I got it. 
Watch the nail.... You can.... Here, flick it a little. 
This is what it feels like! 
You ain’t felt nothing yet. Wait until you experience the real thing. 
Hey, don’t even joke about that. 
It’s going to happen sooner or later. 
I don’t see why. This is pretty fucking terrific. And just think, if you 
can do this to yourself, imagine what another woman could do for 
you. Maybe like Mary Hampton? I never noticed before, but she 


really does have nice skin. And a good body underneath that 
uniform.... 
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Youre really something, you know that Paul? 
Never say die. 


Never say die.... 
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Chapter Twenty 


“And then we all, you know, then we all did it with the girl,” Denis Bozzeman 
was relating the story of how he got involved with the Satanic Cult to Andrew Sziagy. 
“Even the other girls made it with her, but they had to use their mouths.” They were in 
Andrew’s unfurnished basement, sitting on an oval knit rug under a 40 Watt bulb 
screwed into a crane-neck lamp, smoking weed, with a Slipknot CD playing low on a 
portable boom-box and the light of day fading to black through the shoebox sized 
windows high up on the ceiling. So far the hero of the story — Bozzeman — had beat up a 
couple of rednecks, eluded the law, made it with five different girls — six now including 
the girl on the altar — and flew the Space Shuttle on a mission to deflect a rogue meteor 
that was on a trajectory to collide with the planet and destroy all life on earth. Well, 
maybe not that last one. But it was a pretty good story nonetheless. 

“Uh huh,” Andrew prodded, waving his hand to dissipate the marijuana cloud 
that had gathered in the stale air before his eyes. “So what happened?” 

“So then Baalthazar said the only thing left to do was sacrifice somebody and the 
ritual would be complete. I thought, okay, we were gonna kill some bum, or a serial 
killer, or somebody who deserved to, you know, to be killed. 

“Then he says the victim is going to be Julie Muncie, and I’m like, whoa, no way! 
Because I know Julie. In fact, rd been talking a lot with Julie and we were becoming 
pretty good friends. In fact, she was thinking of breaking up with Trevor — did you know 


that? 
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“Anyway, I tell him I won’t let that happen, and he threatens me, but I’m not 
really afraid of him then because I know a lot of the people in the cult like me more, so if 
it comes down to it, they'll back me if we fight. Plus, in a fair fight, I could take him. I’m 
a lot bigger than he is and I know some aikido. So he backs down. He agrees that we 
shouldn’t kill Julie. He tells me he'll find somebody else.” 

Bozzeman paused to take another hit from his blunt, inhaling the smoke with 
excited hiccups that caused him to cough wispy grey puffs from his nostrils. Andrew 
smiled. Before Bozzeman started in on the ‘The Greatest Story Ever Told’, Andrew had 
been able to sell all his weed — every single muthafuckin’ Sam’ll-stomp-yo-ass-for-you 
baggie of the shit — to that pathetic fat boy sitting there spewing so much fertilizer from 
his wormy lips that Andrew figured he’d need a snorkel pretty soon. But it was cool. He 
now had the money to get Sam off his back — glory halleluiah — and, if he played his 
cards right, he’d soon have enough of Bozzeman’s money to stay in Dutch with the drug 
dealer until Josh got back from Minnesota. 

And that would be the end of all this foolishness. 

“But he must have lied to me.” Bozzeman wiped his eyes with the back of his 
hand. “Go figure, right? The prince of darkness lied to me.” 

“Yeah. Huh huh,” Andrew sympathized. Christ, but this guy was sorry. 

“Yeah, huh huh indeed. You don’t understand. Now that Baalthazar has 
completed the ritual, he is tapped into all these satanic powers. He’s, like, a god now! Or 
more like a demi-god. Either way, man, if he finds me — I’m dead. Shit, he doesn’t even 
need to find me like find me. All he needs to do is know where I’m at....” 

Paranoia overtook the portly teenager. The joint fell from his fingers as he sprang 


to his feet and raced to the basement window. He stood on his tiptoes and scanned the 
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yard for the creeping darkness of evil magic. “Did you hear something?” he whispered. “I 
thought I heard something!” 

The basement door banged open and Andrew’s mom called down, “Honey! 
Another one of your friends is here to see you!” Andrew scrambled to wave away the 
smoke and hide the marijuana as hurried footfalls cascaded down the stairs. He relaxed 
when he saw it was only Ben — carrying two large paper grocery sacks and a garment bag 
over his shoulder. 

Ben sniffed the air, scowled at Andrew, and said, “Perfect. You’re getting high? 
Now? When we have work to do?” 

Andrew motioned for him to hush. “Dude! My mom!” 

Ben leaned back and looked up the stairs. “She’s gone,” he said, setting the bags 
down. “And she’s the least of your problems anyway. You thought, what? It would be a 
good idea to walk into the police station stoned? Weaving all over the place? Eyes 
dilated like some Belladonna?” 

“Bella what now?” 

“Women used to use extract from the Belladonna plant to dilate their pupils, 
make them look more beguiling. That’s why the term ‘Belladonna’ is used today to 
describe an ingénue or wily female.” 

“Huh.” 

“T told you I was smart. What’s he still doing here?” Ben gestured toward 
Bozzeman who was slouched against the wall, gripping his chest, panting, and white as a 
marshmallow. 


“Nothing. Just relaxing.” 
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“As long as he stays out of our way.” Ben rummaged around in the bags; pulling 
out bottles, tubes, sprays, compacts — everything needed to turn Andrew into Officer 
Arman. “Do you have a bathroom down here? Someplace with running water and light?” 

“Utility sink over there.” Andrew pointed towards a dark cubby hole in the corner 
of the basement. 

Ben crossed the bare concrete floor and pulled the light chain. 40 weak watts 
washed over a rusty tub resting under an old spigot. “Good enough,” Ben assessed. 
“Come here.” 

Andrew finished his joint, smacked his lips, and floated to his feet. 

“Fuck shit,” Ben said, watching Andrew fly across the room. “Just how much 
weed have you smoked so far?” 

“Enough,” seemed like the right answer. 

“Uh huh. How fast do you sober up?” 

“Fast enough.” Man, these were easy ones. 

“T fucking hope so. Do you have a chair or anything? No? Well.... Can you just 
kneel? No, right... right here, like that.” 

Andrew started snickering. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“You want I should give you a blow job now?” He opened his mouth and moved 
his head back and forth, moaning like a porn star. 

“Oh fucking perfect. Hey, Andrew? In, like, forty five minutes you are going to be 
surrounded by cops. Dozens of cops. Maybe hundreds of cops. So, yeah, start practicing 
because that’s real good skill to have inside the Hot House.” 


“Aw, come on.” 
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“Fucking shit. I can’t believe you got high. You couldn’t wait ‘til after.” 

“Maybe we should wait, huh? Do it tomorrow?” 

“No. No, no. I’ve already hacked into their computers and set everything up for 
you, that is, Officer Arman. You, that is, Officer Arman, is acting as a courier for the 
State’s Attorney General’s Office and is scheduled to pick up the evidence for delivery to 
a special electronics discovery expert tonight. I’ve got the chain of custody papers signed 
by the State’s Attorney and notarized for today’s date. We’re doing this tonight. So. 
Sober up. And stop sweating. It’s hard enough getting this makeup on without that shit.” 
Ben took the flap of his shirt and none-to-gently swiped at the rivulets of sweat rolling 
down Andrew’s face. It didn’t help. 

“Come on, man!” Ben complained. “What the fuck?” 

“What?” 

“You're sweating too much. Stop it!” 

“T can’t just stop sweating.” Andrew fell back on his haunches, weaving to and fro. 
“Man, you shouldn’t have said all that stuff about being surrounded by cops.” His 
stomach emitted a loud gurgling sound. “Now I’m upset.” 

“Youre upset?” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay, fine.” Ben sifted through the stuff he’d brought and found a small zip lock 
bag containing a couple of pills and a canister for 35mm film. He opened the canister 
and a curled roll of paper slipped into his hand. He unrolled it and pealed an oddly 
shaped yellow dot from the waxy side. He handed the dot to Andrew. “Put this on your 


tongue — don’t swallow it!” 
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Andrew obeyed. At first the dot sat in his mouth like a lump of plastic, but when 
it started to dissolve, it dissolved fast — bursting acid across his tongue and filling his 
sinuses like he’d just bit a D cell battery in half. His eyes watered over and he started 
snorting through his nose. 

“Now this.” Ben forced a pill into Andrew’s mouth and pushed his head under the 
spigot, blasting rusty water into his mouth. Andrew sputtered and retched and thrashed 
and wound up on his stomach, his face pressed against the cold cement floor, waiting for 
his eyes to liquefy and run down the drain. When that didn’t happen; when, by some 
miracle, he didn’t die, Andrew sat up and took a breath. 

It was a miracle. 

His sinuses felt as clean and smooth as chrome. The clarity of the air entering his 
lungs was positively refreshing. Even his eyesight had improved, everything looked 
sharper and in focus. Okay, his mouth was a little dry, but aside from that — this was the 
best Andrew had felt in a long time. In forever. 

“Whoa,” he said. 

“Better?” Ben asked. 

“Fuckin’ A better!” Andrew hopped to his feet and slapped his hands together. 
“What is that shit?” 

“Neveryoumind. Just relax, kneel down, and let’s get going.” 

“Neveryoumind? What is that? Some kind of amphetamine, I'll bet. 
Amphetamines.... Amphetamines always give me a stomach ache, but my stomach feels 
fine now. What is that shit?” 

“Okay, hey? Andrew?” Ben grabbed Andrew’s shoulders and looked him dead in 


the eye. “No shit, man. Kneel down. Calm down. We don’t have all night.” 
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“Yeah, okay.” Andrew went to one knee, and then came up again. “Who do you 
buy that shit from? What is that shit? I feel like... like I could just... you know...?” 

“I know. I know.” Ben finally got Andrew down and held him there with a hand 
on the top of his head. “You’re grooving on my own special concoction. I use it when I 
need to study for something important.” 

“You mean you make it yourself?” 

“It’s not like I really make it. It is just the way I combine things. Make it work for 
me. And, hopefully, for you too.” 

“Well, yeah.” Andrew blinked rapidly. “You waste this on studying?” 

“Only studying. And only for big tests. I’m not a drug addict. Hold still a 
second....” 

Andrew became a stone statue. He could do that now — he had total control of 
every bone and muscle in his body. Ben wanted still? He’d show him still! Because even 
though Andrew’s body wasn’t moving, his mind, boy, his mind was running a decathlon. 
The Iron Man in Hawaii. A UFC death match in a cage of barbed wire. For the first time 
in his life, Andrew was actually aware of his consciousness and it bewildered him. 

He thought! Therefore he was! 

The thing was, he needed to get the recipe for this wonderful drug, or better yet, 
get some kind of deal going with Ben. Hell yeah! If Ben could supply this, are you 
joking? Of course Andrew could sell it. Who wouldn’t pay good money to feel like this? 
And, hoo boy, not just the stoners either — like the man said, hook up some of the 
Poindexters too. Those grade grubbing geeks who need a little help cramming. Bye bye 


caffeine pills! 
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“We'll start small,” Andrew said, holding his head perfectly still, only his lower 
jaw and lips moving slightly. “Hand pick our clients.” 

“What are you talking about?” Ben asked, clipping away at Andrew’s hair. 

Ooops! Got ahead of yourself there, man. Back it up a little. “How much does it 
cost to make this stuff?” 

“The drug? Why?” 

“T was thinking I could buy some from you. Actually, buy a lot from you. Not a lot 
right now, but enough. With the money I got from Bozzeman, you know, get something 
going. So the way it works, actually, is I pay you to make it, and then I sell it, and then 
give you a cut of the profit. Howsthatsound?” 

“Youre squirming. Stop squirming.” 

“We'll be rich!” 

“Okay,” Ben took a step back and slapped his hand against his thigh. “Andrew? 
You've got a movie playing in your head now, right? Scarface Andrew — the big time 
drug dealer! Good stuff, but TIVO that for now and let’s switch channels to something 
more pressing. Like Alias. Remember Alias? Super sexy spy stuff? Okay, you’re super 
sexy Alias and you have to infiltrate a rouge police station and steal some super 
important computer equipment. The fate of the world depends on it. So what did Alias 
do before going on a mission? Prepare, prepare, prepare. Mentally as well as physically, 
right? So I’m getting you physically prepared — you need to get yourself mentally 
prepared. You are officer Arman. Sit there and try to think like officer Arman. Cool?” 

“Yeah, okay, but....” 

“No buts! Sit. Still!” Ben clamped his hands around Andrew’s shoulders and 


pushed down hard. “Think Officer Arman thoughts.” 
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Okay.... Officer Arman Officer Arman Officer Arman ... Officer Arman used his 
superior skills of detection to realize that Ben had called Andrew sexy twice today. 
Suddenly Officer Arman wasn’t so comfortable sitting on his knees while Ben worked his 
fingers through Andrew’s hair. Officer Arman didn’t like Ben’s hand resting on the back 
of Andrew’s neck either. Officer Arman grew increasingly uncomfortable as Ben moved 
in closer to Andrew. A slight turn of Andrew’s head and Officer Arman was looking right 
at the bulge of the zipper on Ben’s blue jeans. 

“Hey!” Andrew jumped up, jarring Ben into dropping a tube of hair gel. 

“What the fuck!” 

“Hey, hey.” Andrew stammered, walking out of the cubby hole and nodding at 
Bozzeman who sat on the rug, chewing his fingers with one eye on the basement 
window. “Hey, Bozzeman.” 

“What the fuck!” Ben followed. “Where are you going?” 

“Just... wanted to... talk to Bozzeman.” 

“To Bozzeman? Fuck Bozzeman! Goddamn it, Andrew! This is not fucking funny! 
We have to get this done tonight! Come on, man!” Ben was frustrated to the point of 
tears. “Shit!” 

“Yeah, okay. Just.... You know I was joking, right?” 

“About what? Becoming a big time drug dealer? I could care less, Andrew. Just 
get back here and let me finish making you up.” 

“No, about earlier.... About giving you a blow job.” 

“No? Really? I’m devastated. Look, man. Seriously? If you’re having problems 


with that, with your sexuality and stuff? I know a guy you can talk to. A counselor. Dr. 
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Wallace. He’s good. He straightened me out a few years ago. If you promise to come 
here and sit still, IIl even pay for your first session with the guy.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, well. It ain’t that much. He gives a discount to teens. Like $35 an hour.” 

“No, I mean you really saw a doctor about your sexuality?” 

“Hell no! There is absolutely nothing wrong with me sexually! Now look, we’re 
going to dye your hair so I need you to lean over the sink. This gets in your eyes it'll sting 
something fierce.” 

“So why did you go see him?” 

“Anxiety. And anger. I used to be angry all the time.” 

“So he made you better?” 

“As better as I can be at $35 an hour. But he’s really good at sexual identity 
issues. He’s bisexual himself so he knows everything about everything.” 

“So are you saying you're bisexual?” Andrew tried to ask, but the words were 
drowned out by the sound of water rushing through the spigot when Ben opened the 
pipe. Andrew crouched there, leaning over the sink with his rump sticking out while the 
sexually ambiguous Ben stood behind him working dye into his hair. 

Andrew closed his eyes and submitted to the sensation of strong fingers working 
his scalp. After this is all over, he thought, what could it hurt to talk to a Doctor who 


knows everything about everything? 
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Chapter Twenty One 


Dusk had fallen and the pale dome of the Federal Penitentiary at Leavenworth 
lost all depth in the gloom of night. It lay flat against the deep purple sky like a paper 
cutout floating on still water. Kahn sat in his car, parked in an empty lot on the opposite 
side of Metropolitan Avenue, and watched as the inlets and ridges of the dome’s 
architecture filled with shadows — brackish lake water overtaking a child’s toy. 

Kahn’s cell phone buzzed. He checked the display then hit the Talk button. 

“Henderson,” Kahn said, “what’ve you got?” 

“Same thing I had this morning and again this afternoon,” the Bureau’s lawyer 
replied. “Nothing. They’ve provided copies of all employee records, logs, and 
memorandums, but you are not getting access to their files and they are not letting you 
on their computers. If you want to look at what they have provided, it has been uploaded 
to the vault. Sign on with the BOP account.” 

“It'll be a waste of time.” 

Henderson didn’t have anything to add to the obvious so he let it go. 

“What about the State’s office?” Kahn continued. “ATF?” 

“Alex...” 

“Did you ask?” 

“T talked to Taney first. He said that wouldn’t be prudent.” 

“Prudent? Julie Muncie is still missing.” 

“He knows that, but Alex? Did you really think he would sign off on a full scale 


assault on a Federal Penitentiary?” 
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“Something is wrong in there, Henderson. Very wrong.” 

“You're the field agent. Find a witness, find a paper trail, find a body. We can’t 
start a war just because you feel wrong. What about the father? He works in the prison, 
right? Maybe he can help?” 

“Robert Muncie.” Kahn had, in fact, visited the prison guard’s house to talk about 
Julie’s abduction. Mr. Muncie sat at his kitchen table cleaning his service revolver 
during the interview. He’d made it very clear that he did not trust the FBI to get his 
daughter back safely. “He’s....unstable.” 

“Okay, then. I'll just take another crack at these warrants.” Henderson switched 
tracks. “See if I can’t get them in a different court, a different jurisdiction or something.” 

“Thank you.” 

“No problem. And Alex? Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” 

Kahn killed the connection and immediately punched in another number. He 
watched a duo of bats dart about the streetlamps lining the parking lot as the phone 
chimed. It took six rings for the other party to answer. 

“Killah Kahn.” The voice was large and loud coming from the tiny cell phone. It 
filled the car as if the speaker sat right there in the passenger’s seat. “My man. What’s it 
look like?” 

“If yow’re not too busy...” Kahn grinned despite his frustration. He pictured Pamu 
Clower, the man on the other end of the phone, sitting in the commander’s chair of his 
outrageously expensive computer room — the best equipment a two hundred million 
plus lottery jackpot could buy — with a do-rag covering his curly hair and a bottle of 


Rolling Rock in his fist. 
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“For you? Never too busy. So I got your email...” 

“Yes?” 

Pamu chuckled. “You serious? What am I saying, of course you are. That’s why I 
like you so much, Killah — you always find these righteously fucked up situations to keep 
me honestly dirty.” 

“So you'll help?” 

“Psh. What you think? All you need to do is break into a maximum security 
federal prison. How hard can that be? Just for my own peace of mind though — you’re 
still with the Feebs?” 

“Yes.” 

“Still working kidnappings?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. Understand — I don’t mean it is good that somebody has been kidnapped, 
but some of the stuff your fellow Feebs have been up to these days makes me nervous. 
Pd hate to think you’d tap me for something frivolous like a jacked up RICO case — bring 
me out there to water-board Nonna ‘til she rats out Fat Mario or somesuch. Now that 
I’m a private citizen with a boat load of easy money, Civil Liberties matter a lot to me.” 

“Tm sure they do. But, no. No RICO. I came here tracking a suspect in a missing 
little girl case; now another girl — a teenager — has gone missing.” 

Pamu sighed. “You're always a heartbreaker, Alex. So what are the chances?” 

“The little girl, Elizabeth Flores, I believe she’s dead a long time. The teenager, 
Julie Muncie.... Honestly, with all the bodies dropping around here, the fact that hers 
hasn’t turned up yet is encouraging.” 


“Good enough for me. I'll be there in....four, make it three hours.” 
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Kahn held the phone away from his face and looked at it quizzically. “Pamu? 
Pammy Clower? You're getting on a plane?” 

The baritone chuckle sounded again. “Not just any plane. My own plane. I fly now 
— zoom zoom.” 

“Wow,” Kahn said. He meant it too. Mr. Clower’s employment history in 
Southeast Asia had given him many good reasons to be phobic of air travel. Kahn 
recalled one tense incident during Mr. Clower’s brief association with the FBI when the 
Sri Lankan had drawn his weapon rather than be put on a cargo plane. 

“Oh, yeah. I’m testing for my multiengine jet license next month. Over 8o flight 
hours on a CRJ-200.” 

“Wow.” Kahn thought it worth repeating. “But do you really need to come here? 
I’ve given you the specs, can’t you...?” 

“No. No, no, no. Your specs are for shit. Hey listen, you calling from your work 
phone? Your work cell phone?” 

Kahn moved his thumb over the phone’s power button. Pamu Clower’s computer 
room housed state of the art monitoring equipment for all methods of communication — 
cable, satellite, microwave, infrared. He wouldn’t become concerned about cellular 
signals without reason. “Ye-es,” Kahn said. 

“Odd. Well, signal’s breaking up. See you later.” Pamu broke the connection. 

Kahn stepped out of the car and placed his cell phone under the left front tire. He 
got back in the car, started the ignition, and put it in reverse. The phone crunched like 


slate as he backed away from the curb. 
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Kk eK XK 


Every face begged for his fist. Prisoners, guards, the civilians in the 
administration building; it didn’t make any difference. As Robert passed them in the 
galleries and hallways, each face looked like a sneering, taunting, back-stabbing devil. 
They avoided his eyes, but the unmistakable upturned corners of their lips told Robert 
that he was being played as the butt of a very bad joke. 

He ached to punch them all. Cave in their noses. Swell up their eyes. Shred their 
smirking lips until their bloody teeth poked through. He just needed an excuse to get 
started. One hard look; one wrong comment; any spark to start the fire. He would bring 
down a riot on this goddamn hellhole that would set the whole fucking place ablaze. 

“Yo, Robert,” Troy Trober called out, entering the break room. “I was just looking 
for you.” Robert drank his black coffee and watched the Line Officer swagger across the 
room. Troy pulled out a chair at Robert’s table and sat down. 

Here we go. Robert gulped the last of his coffee then placed the cup on the edge 
of the table. He balled his right hand into a fist. 

“Robert.” Troy dropped his voice even though they were alone in the room. “The 
warden is concerned about you, about your job performance.” 

The knuckles on Robert’s right hand flushed stress-red. 

“Believe me; he understands this thing with your daughter. We’ve always told you 
— take as much time off as you need. But you want to come to work — we understand 
that too. It’s just that, while you are at work, because of the nature of this job, we need a 


level of professionalism from you that, quite frankly, has been missing.” 
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Without standing up, Robert threw a punch across the table. A right hook — and it 
only had the weight of his shoulder behind it, but when it connected with Troy’s jaw it 
toppled the Line Officer out of his chair and sent him to the floor, out cold. 

Robert stood up and poured himself another cup of coffee. He blew steam off the 
top and took a sip. Then another. He went to Troy’s body — the Line Officer was 
twitching now, lips moving, eyelids fluttering. Robert poured the hot coffee over Troy’s 
face. 

Troy sat up sputtering, slapping at his cheeks, but Robert placed his foot squarely 
on Troy’s chest and kicked him back down. Troy yelped when the back of his head 
smacked into the linoleum floor. 

“Hey, you fucking cunt.” Robert knelt down and snapped his fingers in front of 
Troy’s face to make sure he was conscious. “Hey, when you feel better? Why don’t you go 
tell that crooked Warden of yours about the professional way in which I kicked your 
faggy ass? Then you can tell him that I’m going to be very professional about bringing 
this goddamn prison down around his corrupt ears. Hey.... You listening? Tell him that 
if I find out his fucking games in here have anything to do with my daughter, he’d better 
start praying to God. Tell him that.” 

Robert stood up to leave. He dropped the coffee cup so it bounced off Troy’s nose 


on his way out. 
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Chapter Twenty Two 


Officer Arman stood in the doorway of the Leavenworth Police Department’s 
Bullpen and took it all in: desks clustered together back to back, filing cabinets lining the 
walls, little red lights blinking on Cisco phones, dark blue coffee mugs everywhere. 
Florescent tubes lined the ceiling and the air smelled like an industrial strength cleaning 
solution. Policemen and women lounged around chatting or reading newspapers — their 
uniforms ran the gamut from disheveled to downright sloppy. 

Officer Arman inspected his neatly pressed blues — shirt and cuff buttons shined 
to a twinkle, creases in his pants sharp enough to draw blood — and felt pride in his 
appearance. Clothes make the man, and that goes double for law enforcement 
professionals. Officer Arman saw his handsomely mustached reflection in the shine of 
his shoes and knew he’d never fit in around here. The cops around here would resent 
Officer Arman; not just because he was more diligently dressed, but because he was 
smarter, faster and stronger than these losers. These loser cops would stand around the 
coffee machine bitching about Officer Arman’s arrest record while he jumped ahead of 
all of them for promotion, most likely to Homicide Detective where his extraordinary 
problem solving skills would secure his reputation as the Best of the Best. 

Well, all this if Officer Arman wasn’t really a high school student named Andrew 
Sziagy currently operating under a chemically induced delusion that he could actually 
steal evidence from a police station just because a possibly bisexual Asian kid told him 


to. 
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“Help you?” One of the cops asked. Officer Arman noticed a flap on the cop’s 
collar was unfastened and twisted away from the shirt and there was a dark stain on the 
cop’s oversized belly. How pathetic! 

“Yeah man, you can tell me where to find...” what was it the bisexual Asian kid 
told him to ask for? “...the place where...” something storage? “...you keep the...” no, not 
storage “...where storage...?” 

Officer Arman suddenly remembered the paper in his hand. He shoved it at the 
cop and said, “Here!” 

“Evidence control,” the cop gave him the paper back. “End of the hall on the left.” 

Officer Arman stepped backwards out of the squad room, turned, and leaned 
against the wall, blowing air. Okay, so that could’ve gone smoother. Still, no reason to 
panic. That loser cop didn’t suspect a thing! Just take a few more breaths, relax.... Ho 
shit! Is my mustache coming off? No. No, it’s fine. Okay, suck it up. End of the hall... 
On the left..... 

“Yes?” The female cop asked as Officer Arman approached the half door. She was 
black with an athletic build. The top buttons of her police uniform blouse were undone 
revealing a white t-shirt underneath. Officer Arman saw the lines of her bra — black 
straps and the solid black half-spheres of the cups — through the fabric of her shirt. “Can 
I help you,” she leaned forward and read his badge, “Officer Arman?” 

Officer Arman tore his attention away from her breasts and looked at her face. A 
mistake. She had large, wide eyes — the darkest eyes he’d ever seen, and they saw right 
through his disguise. Those eyes knew he was not a cop — that he was just some punk 


kid. They would not be fooled by makeup and fake hair. He should run. Turn around 
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and flee. Get out of there before those eyes pinned him right to the wall and stripped 
him clean. 

“Oh, right,” the lady cop said. “Arman. They told me you were coming. Everything 
is ready for you back here.” She opened the door and kicked a stop under the edge so it 
wouldn’t swing shut. 

Officer Arman took a moment to compose himself; checked his moustache with 
three fingers, and then directed his eyes to the lady cop’s apple shaped ass as he 
followed her down a brief corridor that opened into a large storage room. Lots of open 
space. Banker’s boxes were stacked on shelves and some plastic trash bins clustered in a 
corner. The perfect, secluded spot for Officer Arman to put the moves on the sexy lady 
cop. Lean in close and say, Hey Baby.... 

“This is you,” she took the handles of a dolly that was set off to the side and 
swung it around. “Loaded up and ready to go.” 

Two boxes were stacked on the dolly, each with a large, black “Evidence” label 
stuck on the side. Officer Arman moved to the side of the sexy lady cop, touching her 
hand as he reached for the dolly’s grips. 

“Um....” She took a clipboard off the top box and handed it to him. “You have to 
sign for it first.” 

“Right,” Officer Arman said. He held the clip board in his left hand, the pen in his 
right and froze. What the hell was his first name? Did he even need to sign his first 
name? He wouldn’t actually sign Officer Arman, would he? Ho shit.... 


“Down there by the X,” the lady cop instructed, pointing. 
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“Sure.” Sweat collected under Officer Arman’s mustache and he felt it pulling 
away from his lip. He touched pen to paper and scribbled fast, fighting the urge to slap 
at his face. 

“Bring the dolly back when yow’re done,” the lady cop said and left. Officer Arman 
didn’t even notice her buttocks swaying when she walked away. He was too busy 
smashing the strip of hair back onto his upper lip, looking past his nose with crossed, 
downward pointing eyes to see if it was crooked or not. 

Satisfied that he was more or less straight, Officer Arman tilted the dolly and left 
evidence control. He breezed by the lady police officer without saying a word, making no 
eye contact. The confidence Officer Arman had felt earlier — trying to put the moves on 
the lady cop — had disappeared as fast as the flop sweat that had flushed from his pours 
when she’d handed him the pen and clipboard. In fact, all of the physical and 
psychological improvements brought about by the bisexual Asian kid’s drugs — sharper 
eyesight, improved reaction time, quickness of thought and speech, bolstered confidence 
and sexual appetite — were being replace by the come-down symptom of paranoia. As he 
approached the last stretch of hallway leading to the exit doors, Officer Arman was 
drenched in sweat, slack-jawed from a rapid heartbeat, experiencing tunnel vision, and 
clenching his anus tight against vengeful spasms in his bowels. 

He swore to God that if he managed to make it out of the building, he would 
never do drugs again. Never ever. 

A cop appeared out of nowhere, blocking Officer Arman’s path. Officer Arman 
came skidding to a halt, the boxes on the dolly wobbling precariously. Officer Arman 
slapped a hand on the top box to keep it from tumbling and spilling marijuana all over 


the place. The cop gripped his wrist and gave it a painful twist. 
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“Listen you,” the cop hissed in his ear. “You tell your boss that he’s....” The cop 
took a step back, studied Officer Arman’s face, and then exclaimed, “What is this 
bullshit? Jesus Christ! You’re just a kid!” 

Officer Arman — Oh, who the hell was he kidding! Andrew Sziagy! Andrew Sziagy 
started crying, tears flowing down his face. “I’m sorry,” he sobbed. “I’m sorry, don’t —” 

The cop gripped his shoulder and slammed him against the wall. “Are you fucking 
kidding me? Is this some kind of joke?” 

The cop moved in real close. His chest bumped Andrew’s. He put his lips right up 
to Andrew’s ear and said, “Tell your boss he’s gone too far. It was fine out there, out with 
the scum and the scrots, but it doesn’t enter my department. Understand? Tell him to 
keep it the fuck out of my police department! Tell him Officer Hampton — you got that? 
Officer Mary Hampton. She was one of mine — she was off limits! Paul Wolfe was one 
thing, but Mary —” 

“Yo, Gus!” a voice called from down the hallway, interrupting the cop. He moved 
away from Andrew and turned around. Another lady cop stood in the doorway of the 
bullpen, studying the scene with her hands on her hips. 

“Everything okay?” she asked. 

“Sarah, I thought you were off tonight.” The cop held up a finger to pause the 
conversation with the lady cop and turned to Andrew for one last comment spoken 
under his breath, “Get the fuck out of here, kid. And tell your boss — next time? Send a 
man.” 

Andrew didn’t need to be told twice. He gripped the dolly, put his head down, and 


charged the door. 
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“I was supposed to meet up with Mary tonight,” Sarah told Gus. “Have you seen 
her?” 

The two police officers met in the hall. Gus noticed Sarah peering around him to 
study the fleet-footed cop wheeling a load of boxes out of the station. Gus moved to 
block her line of sight. 

“She went home. You should too.” Gus put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder and 
directed her back towards the bullpen. 

“Yeah, sure. Who is that guy?” 

“Him?” Gus turned around to see the officer struggling to get the dolly through 
the pneumatic doors. The top box caught on the edge and fell — grey/green baggies 
tumbling every which way. The strange officer struggled to get everything gathered 
together and out the doors. Gus’ lip turned up in an involuntary snarl. “Nobody.” 

“Looks like he could use some help.” Sarah tried to pull away from her 
commanding officer. He tightened his grip. 

“He’s just some pencil pusher from Topeka,” the sheriff said. “Leave him be.” 

The officer at the end of the hall finally managed to shove everything through the 
door. Gus and Sarah heard a pathetic yelp as the stranger lunged for the dolly. It zipped 
away from him and tumbled down the entryway stairs, boxes flying everywhere. 

“Fucking pencil pusher.” Gus led Sarah into the bullpen. “So. What were you 
meeting Mary for?” 

‘Were’? What ‘were’ I meeting Mary for? 


I thought death revealed all of life’s little mysteries. Sad that it 
doesn’t even improve your grammar. 


You know what I mean. Past tense. He should have said ‘what are 
you meeting Mary for.’ 
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Not necessarily. 
Just don’t answer him. Get away from him. Fast. 

“Nothing. No reason.” Sarah gave the sheriff a disarming smile. “We were just 
going to grab some drinks.” 

“Uh huh,” Gus looked skeptical. “When did you and Mary become drinking 
buddies?” 

Tell him you're lovers. 

“We're lo — 

Damn it Paul! 

“um, looking to get to know each other better. You know, both of us being 
women cops. Well, if she’s not here, she’s not here. I’m gonna take off now.” Sarah back 
stepped away from her boss, moving towards the rear exit. 

“You going home?” Gus asked. 

“Yep. Tired.” She stretched out her arms in an exaggerated yawn. 

“Good. Stay there. Take some days off.” 

“But I’m scheduled —” 

“I don’t give a goddamn when you're scheduled!” Gus Van Gitney flared. “Take 
some days off. That’s an order.” 

Sarah stood flabbergasted. The outburst was so violent and unexpected she didn’t 
know how to react. Until the voice in her head said; 

Sarah? Let’s go! Feets don’t fail me now! 


She nodded at the sheriff then turned and left the bullpen. 
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that? 


What was that about? 

It’s like I said. Bad things are coming. Real bad things. 
Yeah, great. Bad things. Can you be more specific? 
Well... I... no. 


Youre not any better of a cop dead than you were alive, you know 


Ouch. Did it ever occur to you that, just by being here talking with 
you, trying to help you, I’m breaking divine laws of the universe 
and if I get caught my very soul will be subject to metaphysical 
punishments the likes of which your terrestrial bound brain could 
never even fathom? 


Jesus, Paul. Really? 

As far as you know. Look, hurry up will you? I want to tail that 
funny little cop Gus was strong-arming in the hall. He looked like 
one of the Foo Fighters in that Learning to Fly Video, didn’t he? 
You're such an asshole! 


Well he did, didn’t he? 


Yeah. Yeah he did. 
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Chapter Twenty Three 


“Run it!” Andrew yelled in Ben’s ear as Ben slowed for a yellow signal light. 

“Shut the fuck up!” Ben screeched — a sound as shrill and resonant as the call of 
the osprey. 

“Waaaahhhh!” Bozzeman cried from the backseat, burying his face in his hands. 

The light turned red and Ben stood on the gas. The Toyota hesitated a moment 
then the engine caught and propelled the car through the intersection. Billows of thick 
grey smoke burned from the tires as Ben cranked the steering wheel hard to make a left 
turn going the wrong way down a one way street. 

It was late and there wasn’t much traffic in downtown Leavenworth. The only 
other car on the street had ample time to maneuver out of Ben’s way, honking and 
making angry gestures as the boys flew past. 

Andrew turned all the way around grasping the head rest in both hands, kneeing 
on the bucket seat so he could look out the rear windshield. 

“She’s still following us!” he shouted. By now Officer Arman’s moustache was 
barely connected to Andrew’s face. One tough splotch of spirit glue wouldn’t let go and 
the strip of hair flailed about his face, slapping his cheek as the car jostled over uneven 
pavement. Andrew’s profuse sweating had caused the hair dye to run and it streaked 
down his forehead, thick and black, like blood from a scalping. He looked at Ben and 
sobbed, “She’s going to catch us! Do something!” 


“Sit down, goddamn it!” Ben wailed. “Goddamn it, shut the fuck up!” 
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Ben turned the wheel hard, making another left turn. Then he made a right down 
an alley. The alley emptied into a long parking lot lining the rear entrance of retail 
buildings. Ben saw two mini vans parked nose to nose and sped towards them. He 
swung the Toyota around the vans and killed the engine and lights. Bozzeman continued 
bawling like a baby. 

“Shut the fuck up!” Ben commanded, reaching between the seats with a fist to 
pound on Bozzeman’s head. Bozzeman stopped wailing and curled into a ball, 
whimpering instead. 

Ben and Andrew sunk down in their seats, eyeballs peeking over the dashboard. 

“What if she sees us?” Andrew whispered. 

“Shut the fuck up,” Ben replied. 

After a very brief moment, the car that had been tailing them from the police 
station zipped through the parking lot and into the alley. They got another look at the 
lady cop driving the Chevy Impala. She leaned forward, hunched over the steering wheel 
in hot pursuit. Her mouth moved as if she was talking on a CB or Bluetooth, but neither 
of the boys saw the telltale blue light of a cell phone and it wasn’t a police car so there 
were no antennae or cables visible. She looked like a crazy lady talking to herself. 

“Out,” Ben barked, opening the door after the taillights of the Chevy disappeared 
into darkness. 

“Are you crazy?” Andrew said. “Drive, man! Drive away!” 

“Get OUT!” Ben opened the back door. He made a fist and pounded on 
Bozzeman’s leg to move it off the evidence box containing his computer’s CPU. He 


grabbed the box and hauled it from the back seat. 
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Andrew evacuated the car. He eyeballed the alleyway, waiting for the lady cop to 
come back. “We’re gonna get caught.... We’re gonna get caught...” 

“Come on, let’s go!” 

Clutching the computer to his chest, Ben ducked his head and ran for the line of 
shops, picking up speed as he passed the alleyway. 

“Shit!” Andrew grabbed his evidence box full of dope and tucked it under his arm. 
“Bozzeman. Bozzeman!” He kicked the door. Denis Bozzeman raised his head and 
looked through the window with weepy eyes and a glistening chin. “Pull yourself 
together, man!” 

Andrew saw headlights shine from the alley and panicked. He darted around, 
desperate for cover until he spotted a dumpster backed up against one of the buildings. 
He ran like hell, just making the corner of the dumpster as the car came out of the alley 
and entered the parking lot. 

It wasn’t the lady cop. It was an older man driving his Buick through the back 
alleys without a care in the world. The old man didn’t even notice the oddly parked 
Toyota with the side passenger’s door gaping open. He crossed the parking lot, stopped 
at the side street, looked both ways twice, and continued on his way. 

Andrew started breathing again. 

From the other side of the parking lot, Ben waved him over. Andrew moved along 
the wall to the mouth of the alley; made sure the coast was clear, and then leapt across 
the opening and jogged to Ben. He came to a stop at Ben’s side and they both watched 
Bozzeman slowly haul his bulk from the back seat of the car. Bozzeman stood flat-footed 
in the middle of the parking lot in his black trench coat looking like two hundred pounds 


worth of sore thumb. 
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“Can we leave him?” Ben asked out loud. “Of course not,” he answered himself. 
“That idiot would rat us out to the face on a cereal box. If I had a gun right now, I would 
shoot him. I would.” 

Andrew glanced at Ben and saw his black, Asiatic eyes damn near popping out of 
his skull from rage. Andrew could easily see those eyes sighting down the barrel of a gun 
and pulling the trigger on Denis Bozzeman. 

“Bozzeman!” Andrew called. “Over here!” 

Bozzeman swiveled his head around, gap-mouthed and sniveling. Finally, he saw 
Ben and Andrew lurking in the shadows and lumbered towards them. 

“Fuck me!” Ben couldn’t contain himself when Bozzeman stopped, right in front 
of the alleyway, to adjust the skirt of his trench coat which had bunched up between his 
legs. “Oh, fuck me!” 

When Bozzeman made it to the wall where Andrew and Ben were crouched, he 
wiped his face with his sleeve and asked, “Why did you leave the car?” 

Ben grabbed the lapels of the trench coat and pulled Bozzeman down. “Get down, 
you fat asshole! Do you want the whole world to see us?” 

Ben huddled close to the wall and, eyes alert for traffic, started commando 
strutting towards the street, the computer clutched to his chest. Andrew followed in his 
footsteps, mimicking the absurd squatting, stop/start gait Ben had picked up from 
watching too many movies. 

They made it to the shelter of two large plastic recycling bins and stopped for 
reconnaissance. Nothing from the alley. Every now and then a car would drive down the 


street, but not the cop lady’s car and no police cruisers. 
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“Okay,” Ben whispered. “We wait just a few more moments then run for the 
street.” 

Andrew nodded. 

“We get some distance from the car — I’m going to report it stolen.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

Ben reached up, lifted the lid of the recycling bin, and peeked inside. “Empty. 
Fantastic!” He opened the lid just wide enough to shove his computer in and then 
motioned for Andrew’s box of dope. “Come on, give it here.” 

“But...” 

“We'll come back for it later!” 

After both evidence boxes had been hidden, Ben looked at the mess that had 
become of Officer Arman. 

“You gotta ditch that uniform,” Ben told Andrew. “Strip down to the undershirt. 
Pants.... What can we do about the pants? It’s okay, they’re just pants. As long as you 
lose the shirt...” Ben yanked the remains of Officer Arman’s moustache from Andrew’s 
lip and flicked it away. He reached up and tousled the stylized hair, displacing it from a 
conservative cop-top into a wild bed-head. Then he spit into his palm and rubbed his 
hand over Andrew’s face to wipe away the putty, hair coloring and make up. 

“Ew!” Andrew tried to pull away but Ben hissed at him. 

“Stay still! Now. Lose the shirt.” 

“What, right here?” 

“Yes. Get you looking normal.” Ben started unbuttoning Andrew’s shirt for him. 


After a few buttons, Andrew took over, nudging Ben’s hands aside. “Then we find some 
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restaurant,” Ben continued, “pop in and grab something to eat because we're just three 
innocent kids minding out own business and not in any trouble at all. Super easy.” 

“Uh huh,” Andrew had the cop shirt off and used it to wipe Ben’s spit from his 
face. 

“Where is Bozzeman?” 

While Ben had been strategizing and Andrew getting rid of Officer Arman’s 
trappings, the third member of their group had vanished. Bozzeman was not behind 
them, not leaning against the wall where they’d left him, not in the parking lot, not back 
at the car. Gone. Andrew came up from his crouch, cupped his hands around his mouth, 
and called, “Bozzeman!” 

Ben grabbed the belt on Andrew’s police uniform and pulled him down. “Shut 
up!” 

“But he was right there!” 

Ben licked his lips and said, “Okay, forget about him. Why did you bring him 
along anyway? Shit. We'll just.... We'll just, when he rats us out, we'll just say he’s the 
liar. Sure. He’s a freak, you can tell by looking at him. So who are the cops going to 
believe? Him or me? I’ve got a 4.65 GPA for God’s sake. It isn’t mathematically possible 
to get a 4.65 GPA but I’ve got one.” 

“He couldn’t’ve just disappeared.” 

“Fuck him. Let’s go. We get to the street — act casual. A couple of kids.... Minding 
our own business.... Ready?” 

“Wait!” Andrew grabbed Ben’s ankle just as the boy started his run for the street. 
Off balance, Ben flailed his arms and hugged the recycle bin to keep from falling on his 


face. He turned to light up his accomplice with a litany of condemnations, but stopped 
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when he saw the opened door leading to the rear entrance of one of the shops. Light 
from inside the building cast an oblong shadow across the brick wall. The sight of a huge 
man, draped in black, standing at the edge of that shadow was enough to still Ben’s 
tongue. 

For a moment. 

“Bozzeman!” Ben exclaimed. “Turn off that light or shut the door, you idiot!” 

Bozzeman couldn’t decide which to do — shut the door or off the lights — so he 
shuffled around, fanning the door, causing the shadow to shrink and grow erratically. 

“Dammit!” Ben raced to catch up with Andrew. The three boys met at the shop 
and spent an awkward moment dancing with each other before Ben put both hands on 
Bozzeman’s wide, fatty chest and shoved him inside. Then he grabbed Andrew’s wrist 
and flung him through the doorway. Finally he entered the store and started yelling, 
“What the hell is wrong with you? Are you that stupid? These lights? The whole world 
could see us out there! God-fucking-damnit you are —” 

The heavy steel door clanged shut behind Ben with enough shockwaves to loosen 
the boys’ fillings and a metallic reverberation that could be heard in Missouri. 

Ben groaned and folded his arms over his stomach. 

“What is this place?” Andrew asked Bozzeman. They were standing in a narrow 
hallway with boxes and boxes of books stacked haphazardly against the walls. The walls 
were scuffed-up white wash and the air was dank with the smell of old paper. Cardboard 
advertising cutouts for past bestsellers cluttered up the empty spaces — Mona Lisa’s 
smile was everywhere. 

“The Bookbarn,” Bozzeman said with pride. “I have a key. The owner gave it to 


me so my friends and I can come after hours to play our games. I buy a lot of stuff here 
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so the owner really likes me. He actually wanted to sell this store to me, or make mea 
manager, but I told him I was moving away from this town as soon as I graduate.” 

“Yeah, that’s great. Can we?” Andrew motioned to the door at the other end of the 
hallway. 

“Oh, sure,” Bozzeman walked ahead. “That door’s never locked.” He opened the 
interior of the shop and started turning on lights. 

“Lights,” Ben muttered. “Turn off the lights, huh?” 

“No, it’s okay. The owner likes me coming here after dark. He says I’m good 
protection against burglars.” 

Ben made aggravated hissing sounds as he followed Bozzeman’s path and turned 
off all the lights himself. 

“He’s not worried about the owner,” Andrew explained to Bozzeman who was still 
turning on more lights. “Cops.” 

“Oh! Right.” Bozzeman flipped the switch he’d just turned on and cast the room 
back into darkness save for the magnesium streetlamps lining Delaware avenue that 
created a strip of dim yellow light, crisscrossed from the filter of the storefront windows’ 
security gates, stretching down the main aisle. 

Bookshelves loomed in the dark, creating tunnels of shadow. Some of the books 
had white spines that glowed like vertical eyes in the depths of the murky store. Andrew 
felt a twinge of panic when he realized the center aisle wasn’t the only path to the back 
of the store — there were aisles to the left and right as well. They were exposed and 
accessible to anybody who happened to be hiding in the bookstore. In fact, there could 
be an ax wielding maniac not three feet away from them right now, crouched behind 


that bookshelf, running his blood-encrusted thumb up and down the notched half- 
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mooned blade of an ax, just waiting for the perfect moment to jump out and lop off all 
their heads with one might swing. Or a mad doctor pervert with a syringe and an olde 
tyme medicine bag full of surgical equipment lurking at the end of that bookshelf, just 
waiting to inject them with his own special medicine. Or, shit, an entire family of crazy 
fuckers sprinkled out around the store. A hungry family of crazy fuckers. No, Andrew 
didn’t like this place at all. 

“This is my favorite place,” Bozzeman said. He sounded uncertain, as if he was 
trying to convince himself more than his two companions. “I come here all the time. 
Every day almost. I’m real good friends with the owner.” 

“Are you sure this place is empty?” Ben asked. 

“What do you mean? Of course it is. It closes at six.” 

“Maybe we should check it out. Walk around to make sure no one else is here.” 

Ben said it, but he didn’t move. Nobody else did either. 

“Or we could just go hide in the den,” Bozzeman suggested. 

“What den?” 

“Djehntymose’s Den. It’s a room we built where we can play our games.” 

“Is it hidden? Secure?” 

“Well no, not exactly hidden. But it is out of the way, where we can at least turn 
the lights on.” 

“Okay, whatever,” Ben agreed. 

Bozzeman led the way, shuffling past the checkout counter, snaking through 
stacks of boxes, until he stopped at the foot of a short staircase. “It’s up there,” he 
pointed. Ben and Andrew craned their necks to look at the beaded curtain and elaborate 


signage warning mortals to beware Djentymose’s Den! 
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“Yeah, okay, whatever,” Ben nudged Bozzeman. 

Bozzeman took a step back. “No, you go first.” 

“You are a bigger pussy than the panthera tigris altaica,” Ben elbowed his way 
passed Bozzeman and entered Djentymose’s Den. Seconds later the swaying beads were 
back-lit by a low-watt bulb. 

“T think that’s like a jungle cat,” Andrew explained while they waited for Ben’s ‘all 
clear’. “Probably a very large one.” 

The beaded curtain fluttered again and Ben came back out. “Bozzeman,” his voice 
low and trembling, “do you use a life size dead body mannequin for your stupid games?” 

“No. We use sterling silver miniatures. They cost more than plastic, but if you’re 
careful you can repaint them when they fade. Plastic starts looking real junky after the 
second coat.” 

“Shut the fuck up.” Ben reached back and pulled the beaded curtain apart. 
“There’s a dead body in your playhouse.” 

Bozzeman shook his head violently and stepped back. “Quit joking around. That’s 
not funny.” 

“For real?” Andrew asked. 

“See for yourself,” Ben held the beads open and waited. Andrew climbed the 
stairs and looked through the opening. Indeed there was the body of a man, propped up 
in a chair, staring right at him with wide, terrified, unblinking eyes. His mouth was 
frozen in a twisted rictus of horror. Incongruously, there was a floppy wizard’s cap — all 
suede and stars and moon-ringed planets — set jauntily on his head. 

“That’s gotta be fake.” Andrew backpedaled down the stairs. “Right? That’s a 


fake?” 
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“What are you asking me for?” Ben said. “This is Bozzeman’s favorite fucking 
place in the whole wide world. Why doesn’t he get his fat ass up here and look?” 

Andrew gave Bozzeman an encouraging pat on the back. “It’s fake, man. Go check 
it out.” 

Bozzeman shifted on his feet. He hiccupped and snorted. He spotted something 
interesting on the bottom step and stared at it for a long, long time. 

“Denis,” Andrew prodded. 

With great effort, Bozzeman put one foot in front of the other. A step. Then 
another. And up the stairs. Ben smiled, nodded, and pulled back the curtain with all the 
panache of a carnival barker. 

Bozzeman shrieked and tumbled bass-akwards down the stairs. He yelped in pain 
as the edges of the steps cut into his back-flab. At the bottom of the steps, he shrieked 
again. He continued shrieking as he scrambled to un-wedge himself from the stairwell. 

Andrew reached way back and swung his hand around fast. His palm hit 
Bozzeman’s cheek with a smack that resonated like a gunshot. 

Bozzeman stopped shrieking. He touched his face and looked up at Andrew with 
wide-eyed amazement. 

Andrew said, “I’m sorry?” 

“Don’t be,” Ben said, descending the stairs. “That idiot brings us into a building 
where there’s a dead body then does his best police siren impersonation. He deserves 
more than just a slap.” 

“You... you don’t understand!” Bozzeman clawed at Andrew’s pants legs. “That’s 


Baalthazar! That’s Baalthazar in there!” 
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Andrew shuffled away from the groping hands. “Baalthazar? The guy you’re 
running away from?” 

“So you know that guy?” Ben grabbed Bozzeman’s elbow and helped him up. 
“What? Is he one of your gaming friends?” 

“No! You fool! He’s the black priest! Baalthazar of the House of the Unholy! He’s 
the most powerful Warlock in North America! The Master of Dark Forces, the Sorcerer 
Supreme, a human bridge between the old, evil realms and this world. He is all- 
powerful!” 

Ben shook his head, speechless. He cast an imploring look at Andrew who just 
shrugged his shoulders. 

“Don’t you understand what this means?” Bozzeman continued. “Don’t you get 
it?” 

“Um...” Ben searched for words. “So, he’s not one of your gaming nerds?” 

“Nooooo!” Bozzeman wailed. “And whatever killed him would have had to’ve 
been more powerful than he was.” Bozzeman clamped a hand over his mouth. He 
squeaked like a mouse. Then brought his hand down and whispered, “So evil, so 
powerful...whatever killed Baalthazar would have had to’ve been sent from Satan 
himself.” 

Bozzeman’s lips trembled when he continued, “Whatever killed Baalthazar would 
have had to be sent from hell. Straight from hell.” 

“Oklahoma, actually,” a stranger said, stepping out from behind the nearest 
bookshelf. “Tulsa, or thereabouts. Easy mistake, though.” 

In shock, the three boys stood flat-footed and slack-jawed as the stranger came 


over. He was a middle aged white man with accountant’s eyeglasses and a banker’s 
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haircut. He had a pleasant face, round with a slight smile, and an average build. Just the 
kind of man you might expect to find shopping at the Book Barn. 

But not at midnight. Not hiding behind the bookshelves. Not wearing a prison 
jumper. And, as he drew closer and his features became more defined, not with those 
tattoo tears spotting his left cheek. 

Ben recovered first. He stepped behind Bozzeman, using the larger boy for a 
shield, and turned to run. He only made a few strides before the head of a monster — big 
as an ottoman, all fangs and flaming red eyes — appeared from the center aisle. The 
monster growled softly, a catlike purr, but it was enough to freeze the blood in Ben’s 
veins and stop him cold. 

Andrew flattened himself against the bookshelf and assessed the situation. The 
stranger, who looked like an escaped convict, approached from the right. And from the 
left came that...thing. What the hell? A mutant dog? A bear? Andrew locked eyes with 
the beast and his heart stopped. His flesh went numb. He felt his spirit pull away, rise 
through a hole in the top of his head. For a brief moment, he saw the entire scene from 
above; his own body standing there uselessly while the convict and the creature lined up 
on either side of him like chess pieces poised for the kill. 

Bozzeman started bawling; a noise so jarring and sharp it snapped Andrew back 
into his body. He tore his eyes away from the demon and his heart started beating again. 
“Oh great and powerful one,” Bozzeman supplicated himself to the escaped 

convict, actually fanning his arms at the convict’s feet like Wayne and Garth before 
Aerosmith. “Oh Master! I beg ye, spare my life! Spare me and use me for whatever evil 
purpose ye so desire! I am ready, oh my liege, to join ye, to take my place in the ranks of 


thy sinister army!” 
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Bozzeman carried on like that for some time, his language growing more and 
more anachronistic in relation to the desperation of his begging. By the time he cried 
out, “Foresooth, thy satanic majesty doth embiggen my very soul,” even the creature 
blocking the center aisle had turned its head and cleared its throat with a rumbling 
growl. 

After Bozzeman ran out of wind he collapsed in a heap, his forehead touching the 
floor at the convict’s feet, his ass up in the air. The convict stood over him and said, 
“Well.” 

Ben took advantage of the moment to slide next to Andrew and started pleading 
their case. “Look, mister,” he said, “we are not friends with this guy. We don’t even know 
him, really. I mean, we go to the same school, but that’s all. Truthfully? We were 
running from the cops and he dragged us in here, told us it would be safe. But we don’t 
have anything to do with any of this satanic stuff. Not at all! Which isn’t to say we have 
anything against it, right Andrew? But we're just not into it, you know. We’re not into 
anything: no religion at all. That’s us. Religiously ambivalent. Very religiously 
ambivalent. So, really, do what you have to do to him, but since we're not part of it...?” 

“Sorry kids,” the convict addressed Ben and Andrew. “I can see youre not part of 
this guy’s bogus church. Baalthazar’s house of the unholy. Bunch of children playing 
around, making a mockery of the whole thing. Making us look stupid. We had to get 
them out of the way and, well, you two? Now I guess you're just another case of ‘wrong 
place, wrong time’.” 

Andrew felt the bookshelf at his back and starting thinking escape. If he pushed 


hard enough, he could topple the bookshelf, which would create a domino effect with the 
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other bookshelves, causing massive chaos. Enough chaos, possibly, for them to escape. 
It was worth a try anyway. 

“So what I'll do is just kill you two outright,” the convict continued. “You won’t 
even need to watch what I do to your friend. Although, if what you said was true...what 
was that you said? Religiously ambivalent? Well, if that’s true, then it won’t make a 
difference. You'll be just as damned as he is.” 

Andrew laid his palms flat against the books and pushed. He felt them give just a 
little. He looked at the convict and waited. 

“Religiously ambivalent.” The convict chuckled. “That’s a good one. I guess I 
used to be religiously ambivalent, too, back in the world.” He pulled an ornamental 
dagger from a pouch roped around his midsection. “Back when I was human.” 

“No!” Ben exclaimed. “You don’t have to do this! My dad is friends with a 
congressman, he can get you paroled!” 

“Paroled?” The convict stopped to consider that. “Paroled. Do you know how 
much I used to dream about getting paroled? How hard I fought for it? When I still had 
a family....” The convict raised the hand holding the dagger and tapped the hilt against 
his forehead, fighting the painful memories of a life destroyed long ago. 

Now! Andrew thought. He pushed his body into the bookshelf hard, grunting 
from the effort. 

Nothing happened. 

The prisoner noticed Andrew acting strange and reached out to grab him. 

Andrew moved fast. He took two steps forward and then flung himself back into 
bookshelf, ramming his boney shoulder blades into it with everything he had. 


Some of the books came loose and tumbled to the floor. 
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The convict stopped and lowered his arms. Andrew smiled sheepishly at him. One 
last book from the top shelf succumbed to gravity and fell on Andrew’s head, bonking 
him good with its two inch spine. 

“Okay, look,” Ben said to the convict, pointing at Andrew. “I don’t even know this 
guy either. He’s just some idiot who goes to my school. You can kill him, too, if it’ll make 
you feel better. But, listen, I’m not lying, my family is big time around Kansas City. 
Whatever you need — a pardon, a passport.... A passport! I can get you a passport to 
Venezuela! All the money you’d need to start a new life. I’m serious, my family is rich. 
And powerful. Just call off your dog and let me go and I promise you — I swear — I'll get 
you whatever you need. Whatever you want!” 

The beast grumbled and came up off its haunches. It snarled at Ben, showing 
many long, sharp teeth. 

“Now you've done it,” the convict said. “You’ve made him mad.” 

“What? What did I say?” Ben panicked, whipping his head back and forth 
between the convict and the beast as they closed in. 

“You called him a dog. He doesn’t like that.” 

The demon reared up on its hind legs. It had a massive chest that nearly spanned 
the aisle, a thick, muscular torso covered with clots of greasy black fur, and a long, scaly 
tail; all perched on two spindly, almost dainty, deer-like legs. It hunched over, got face 
to face with Ben, and let out a fierce roar of displeasure. 

Ben passed out and fell into Andrew who reflexively caught him. Andrew 
adjusted his grip under Ben’s arms and held him up before the demon. “Huh, here you 


go?” he offered. 
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The demon turned its head a notch, opened its jaws wide, and prepared to chomp 
Ben’s face off. 

An explosion, followed by the flair of a gun barrel at the other side of the 
bookstore, made a fist-sized chunk of the demon’s scalp blow away. Andrew watched, 
fascinated, as the beast’s skull regenerated before his eyes; from a liquid pool of 
steaming red gore, to fur covered bone in a split second. 

“Bad dog,” the shooter said. “No biscuit.” 

The beast, the convict, and Andrew directed their attention to the other side of 
the store where the lady cop who’d been tailing Ben’s Toyota stepped out of the 
shadows. She cocked a hip and lifted her gun, holding it sideways like an actor in a bad 
movie. She laughed, readjusted her stance, and held the gun in both hands at chest level, 
pointing it right at them. 

The beast dropped to all fours and started walking, strolling actually, to the lady 
cop, licking its chops; blatantly disregarding the weapon in her hand. 

“You shouldn’t call him a dog,” the convict replied. “He doesn’t like it.” 

The lady cop aimed the gun, squeezed the trigger, and knocked the convict down 
with an expertly placed bullet in his shoulder. Then she emptied the gun, firing 
repetitively at the demon’s head, but every bullet passed right through the beast and 
tore up the tiled floor at Andrew’s feet. 

“Well, shit,” the lady cop said. “Any more bright ideas?” And with that, the demon 
leapt at her, front claws outstretched for the kill. Andrew dropped Ben, freeing his 
hands to shield his eyes from the pending carnage, but just as the creature was about to 


collide with the lady cop, she morphed into a giant. Her hands doubled, tripled in size, 
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as they grabbed the creature’s forelegs a fraction of a second before its claws would have 
met her throat. 

Andrew stood, transfixed, as he watched the lady cop-thing wrestle the monster. 
She had grown huge, over six feet tall, with melon sized muscles bulging everywhere — 
but the extra mass wasn’t really her. It surrounded her like a body suit; like one of those 
‘invisible man’ models where the skeletal structure of a man is visible through a clear 
plastic outer shell, except it wasn’t exactly clear — it was grey and glowing with a smoky 
texture, but Andrew could still see the lady cop inside the swirling ectoplasm, struggling 
against the relentless claws and fiercely growling demon. 

“Let it go!” she cried out. “It’s too strong!” 

Andrew was the only other person standing in the room. She couldn’t be talking 
to him, could she? It didn’t make any sense. 

The monster snapped at the lady cop. Its teeth cleared aside a swath of the funky 
smoke stuff and scraped her shoulder. She snarled in pain. “This ain’t working!” she 
said. “Think of something else, fast!” 

The arm with the shoulder wound buckled and the monster bore down on her. 
Her grip on the claw loosened and the monster swiped at her face, missing flesh but 
dispersing tendrils of ectoplasm. She tried to regain solid footing, but the monster 
wouldn’t let up. It kept pushing, driving her back. “Do something!” she ordered. 

Andrew looked around. The convict lay there, bleeding; Bozzeman played 
possum, face down on the tile with his arms crossed over his head; and Ben was totally 
out of it, crumpled at Andrew’s feet. She must be talking to me, Andrew thought. But 


what does she want me to do? 
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The demon lunged again, and this time it was able to get past her defenses and 
sink those sinister fangs into her shoulder. She cried out in pain. The smoky mass 
surrounding her flared angry white and she summoned enough strength to disengage 
the demon with a mighty push, but the demon had the upper hand now. It forced the 
wounded cop to her knees and kept applying pressure, moving its satanic face ever 
closer to hers. “Goddamn it! Do something!” 

Andrew took a stuttered step, and then committed himself. He jumped over Ben 
and ran towards the mélée. He stopped before entering their aisle and, instead, moved 
one aisle down. He came to the spot across from where they were locked in battle. He 
put his back against the left side bookshelf, brought both his feet up against the right 
side bookshelf, and pushed with his legs, working his buttock and thigh muscles for all 
they were worth. 

And it worked! The shelf teeter-tottered and then fell, showering the beast with 
loose books. The demon roared — an ungodly mix of rage and pain expressed through 
the maw of a hell-spawn — and fought against the cascade of books. The beast made 
short work of the shelf, its claws rending the wood into so many splinters, but the books 
seemed to take on a life of their own, attaching themselves to the demon, burning into 
its fur. The books seemed to defy gravity, falling towards the demon like metal drawn to 
a magnet. 

The demon flew into a rage, franticly trying to get away from the books. It was too 
late, however, as the beast was mostly covered with them. Smoke billowed from where 
they were attached and the demon’s howls grew desperate. 

Weakened, it tried one last time to escape, but stepped on an open book which 


snapped closed around its claw, burning away the forearm as if it had been dipped in 
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acid. The beast collapsed like a three-legged table. Its howling stopped when the flap of 
a book fell across its face, obliterating its snout in a flash of sulfuric smoke. 

Soon, there was nothing left of the demon but a pile of used books and the smell 
of rotten eggs. 

Andrew picked up one of the books, turned it over and read the cover: King 


James Version, Holy Bible. 
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Chapter Twenty Four 


The hotel room door burst open. Agent Alex Kahn launched himself from his 
chair and lunged for the holstered gun resting on the night stand by the bed. “Freeze!” a 
booming voice commanded, stopping the agent mid-stride. “Pull up your pants and stop 
whacking your wiener!” 

Pamu Clower. 

Kahn stood up straight, tugged the wrinkles from his shirt, and said, “You really 
should knock, you know.” 

Pamu dismissed the advice with a wave of his hand and a hearty laugh. He came 
into the room with a 100 watt smile on his face and wrapped Alex in a tight bear hug. 
“Long time, Killah,” he said, breaking the hug with three firm pats on Alex’s back. Pamu 
had changed considerably since the last time Alex had seen him. Gone were the faux 
gangsta trappings of a Southeast Asian brought up on satellite MTV — no more colorful 
headscarves, baggy jeans, chains, wife beaters or throwback kicks — instead the Sri 
Lankan looked respectable in a button down peach colored shirt and khaki Dockers over 
a pair of soft brown loafers. He’d gained some weight around the midsection, but his 
chest was still wide and his arms still strong. His once thick, curly hair was thinner now, 
higher up on his forehead, shiny points of scalp showing around a wispy widow’s peak. 

“You look good.” Alex couldn’t conceal his smirk. 

“Yeah. The scary thing is? You probably mean that. No, what it was, was I 
thought I should go incognito, like a native. What’s a Kansanian wear?” Pamu held his 


hands out, modeling his clothes. “Working-man couture, right?” 
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“Dockers are coast to coast.” 

“That’s what I figured. So look at you! Haven’t changed a bit.” 

“T like to think I’ve gained wisdom.” 

“You think so?” Pamu elbowed his way around Alex and knelt down at the laptop 
computer sitting on the hotel’s work desk. “Then why are you operating a computer 
here, in, like, the most unsecured environment imaginable?” 

“You might not think it to look at me, but I’ve been doing this for a while. I know 
enough to disable all networking. And I only connect through the spook channel and 
then only long enough to send and receive packages. What are you doing?” 

“Right here.” Pamu turned the monitor so Alex could see a pop-up box displaying 
a rapidly changing sequence of numbers and letters. 

“What’s that?” 

“Somebody monitoring your computer.” Pamu put his finger on the power 
button, held it for five seconds, and the screen went black. 

“Shit.” 

“So who’d you piss off this time?” 

“I don’t know. The Bureau of Prisons?” 

“Sure,” Pamu chuckled. “BOP. There’s a real high tech, ruthless organization, 
right there. What? Couldn’t you get sideways with a serious villain? Like BSOA or 
something?” 

“Can you tell who it was, how long they've been doing it, and what they’ve 
acquired?” 

“Yes, yes, and yes, but it'll take time. And I would need to take it back to my 


fortress of solitude as I don’t have any equipment here.” 
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“Shit.” 

“It obviously wasn’t a real time monitoring system,” Pamu’s L.A. gangsta accent 
slipped into the slightly lilting, choppy cadence of an Indian Engineer as he disengaged 
the hard drive and took it out of the computer. “Unless they installed a transmitter. Has 
the laptop been out of your possession for any considerable amount of time?” 

“No. I keep it with me, in my car. And Pd know if somebody broke into my car.” 

Pamu shrugged, his head bobbed side to side. “Maybe. So if they didn’t install a 
transmitter, and you're as diligent at disabling the WIFI as you say you are, it is quite 
possible they’ve only been getting partial packets, if anything at all.” 

“So what do you suggest?” 

“Fuck ‘em,” Pamu switched back to full gangsta mode, slapping the hard drive 
down on the desktop with a great thump. “We're breaking into that mutha.” 

“Tf they know we're coming, it might not be safe.” 

“What they gonna do? Put us in prison?” Pamu cracked a smile. 

“Funny.” 

“Yeah, I’m a regular Russell Peters.” 

“Who?” 

“Never mind.” 

“You meant to say Russell Brand, right?” 

“Nah, man. Peters. Forget it, you wouldn’t know him. So what’s going on around 
here?” 

“Pamu, I want you to know I really appreciate you coming down, but this 


situation is... sketchy.” 
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“Oh? Sketchy? Well, shoo, then I’d better tuck my dick ‘twix my legs and 
skedaddle on outta this muthafucka. C’mon, Killah, quit playin’. 

“You're a rich man now, Pammy. You’ve got a lot to lose. And, if you'll pardon the 
cliché, I’m working off the reservation on this one.” 

“You off the reservation so much, you don’t even know what a wigwam looks like 
anymore. Lookit man, I know you long time. You're one of the good guys, trying to find a 
missing girl. Yeah, I can go back home, sit in my cozy chair — and, bro, next time you’re 
in my ‘hood, yo, you gotta let me put you indoors a few days. My new pad is off the 
chain! I hired this interior design chica from Byelorussia, she was...well, anyway, what 
I’m sayin’ is, by myself? In my comfortable house with all my distractions? IIl admit it — 
I don’t do much for my fellow man anymore. Maybe keep the economy going by buying 


a bunch of toys; but I’m no Batman yo. So when Batman calls me up, I’m gonna step it 


2 


up. 

“Now I’m Batman?” 

“You gotta say it with more sand in your voice. Squint your eyes a little too,” 
Pamu did his best Christian Bale impersonation. “I’m Batman! Like that.” 

“There are so many things wrong with that analogy; I can’t even begin to refute it. 
But in all seriousness, I believe the people responsible for the kidnapping have already 
killed at least one man to keep their secret, and I have no reason to doubt they’d do it 
again.” 

“Goodness me!” Pamu flailed his hands and turned in circles like a nervous sissy. 
“Oh my, oh my, oh my!” 

“More of the world renowned Russell Peters’ wit?” 


“Tm just sayin’.” 
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“Pamu...” Alex looked his friend in the eyes. They were dark brown, almost black, 
and showed nothing but confidence. Alex held out his hand. Pamu gripped it. “I 
appreciate it.” 

“Nada y nada. Besides, those specs you emailed me?” 

“You said they were wrong?” 

“T said they were shit.” Pamu approached the table where Alex had been 
reviewing the file. He gathered up the papers, assessing them as he talked. “None of the 
blueprints matched up to satellite, none of the materials matched up to invoice, even the 
thermals showed wrong.” Pamu stopped using slang now that it was time to work. 

“Maybe I was given old files.” Alex inserted a Starbuck’s pouch and poured 
bottled water into the hotel room’s coffee machine. “Renovations there are ongoing.” 

“No sahib. First thing I did was verify all your information. You have the most 
current details available from the United States Federal Government and the Bureau of 
Prisons. The problem is; it’s all wrong. Starting from the original 1919 blueprints up to 
last year’s addition of the learning annex, none of the paperwork on that prison is 
accurate. That entire compound is like a deep cover agent — its identity looks good from 
the outside,” Pamu tapped a finger on his temple, “but nobody really knows what’s going 
on inside.” 

“You're not making sense. It’s just a prison.” 

“Maybe so. But why don’t you start with the missing girl? What’s going on around 
here that has you, if you'll pardon the cliché, going off the reservation?” 

Alex smiled and shook his head. “I’m afraid that what I’ve got makes less sense, 
even, than your deep cover prison theory. Basically a lot of odd circumstances, 


unsubstantiated suspicions, and fanciful conspiracy theories.” 
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“Good. I love conspiracy theories. Working together I’m sure we can find a way to 
rescue the girl, punish the bad guys, and tie it all to the Bush administration.” 


Alex poured the coffee. It was going to be one of those nights. 


KKK 


Knock knock knock. 

Agent Alex Kahn and Pamu Clower came up from their chairs and faced the door, 
both men assuming ready stances: feet apart, hands at hips like gunslingers. They were 
understandably edgy, as they had just spent the evening plotting to break into a federal 
penitentiary in hopes of acquiring evidence that would unravel an explosive conspiracy 
that could reach the highest office of the Bureau of Prisons and possibly the State 
Department as well. 

“Expecting someone?” Pamu whispered. 

Alex shook his head. He took a slow, soft step toward the nightstand and his gun. 
He slipped the gun from holster and fit it in his palm. By now, Pamu had his own 
weapon drawn and stood with his back flat to the wall, watching the door. 

Knock knock knock came again, this time followed by hushed voices. Alex crept 
towards the door, hoping the catch some of the conversation. He couldn’t make out any 
words, but the voices sounded hurried and scared. A louder, confident voice rang out 
from behind the door, “Would y ’all shut up?” This was followed by another series of 


knocks and an admonition, “C’mon, c’mon, open the door.” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 222 


Kahn was close enough now to put his eye to the peephole. He held it there for a 
lingering moment and then pulled back. Alex held a hand up and brought it down — at 
ease. 

More knocking, this time followed by an exasperated voice saying, “I know you’re 
in there. I can hear you breathing.” 

Alex opened the door and stepped aside. Officer Sarah Bristol stood in the hall. 
Three teenage boys — one Asian, one fat, and one dopey — cowered in a cluster behind 
her. She held the arm of a prisoner handcuffed by her side. A rough sling/bandage made 
from a bed sheet was wrapped around his shoulder. It was stained brown with bloody 
seepage. There was also quite a bit of blood on the shoulder and arm of Bristol’s shirt 
where she had been wounded. 

“Special Agent Alex Kahn of the FBI,” Officer Bristol said, affecting an officious, 
pompous manner of speaking, “If you’re not too busy, and if this is not an inconvenient 
time, might I have a word with you?” 

Pamu chuckled at her act; an obvious jab at the Federal Agent’s stuffy persona. 
Alex shot him a dirty look. “Of course,” he told Officer Bristol. “Please come in.” 

The room contained a single queen bed with two nightstands, a cushioned chair, 
work table, chest of drawers, and entertainment center. There was hardly enough room 
for everyone to stand without bumping elbows. Sarah used skills learned as a traffic cop 
to solve the problem — directing the three boys to sit on the bed while pushing the 
prisoner past Pamu and dropping him in the cushioned chair. She cleared enough room 
from the night stand for her to perch her butt on. 

Alex and Pamu stood speechless. “Sit down,” Sarah told them. “This’ll take a 


while.” They sat. 
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Sarah’s facial expressions changed rapidly and her lips moved silently, as if she 
were talking to herself. Finally she barked a short laugh and said, “It'll sound too crazy.” 

“Okay, you, mister? You.” The Asian boy stood up to get Alex’s attention, “Yes, 
you should know my parents will be —” 

Sarah pointed a finger at him. He closed his mouth and sat back down. 

Alex and Pamu exchanged a glance. 

“Okay,” Sarah said. “Okay, here we go. First: who is this guy?” she head nodded 
Pamu. 

“A friend.” Alex replied. 

“Another Feeb? FBI agent?” 

“No.” 

“So, what? Like a boyfriend?” 

Pamu smiled his toothy grin and batted his eyelashes at Alex, flirting. Alex 
grunted a sound of displeasure. “You can trust him,” Alex said, “so I think you’d better 
start talking.” 

“Yeah, right... Okay, this guy here?” Sarah hooked a thumb at the convict who 
had collapsed into the cushioned chair; head hung low, shoulders slumped and looking 
pitiful, “He’s a prisoner from the Hot House. Earlier tonight he killed a man at a book 
store downtown, and then he tried to kill these three champions over here.” 

Having finally been recognized, the boys all started talking at once, gesticulating 
wildly as their hysterical voices blended into an indecipherable cacophony about “Satan! 
Monsters! Demons!” 

“Hey!” Sarah barked. The boys fell silent. “All right, then,” she said, turning her 


attention back to the FBI agent and his friend. “Any questions?” 
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KEK 


Channeling the spirit of Joe Friday, Agent Alex Kahn had done his best to gather just the 
facts from Officer Bristol and her three wards. After an hour or so of Q&A, the facts 


stood thusly: 


1) Earlier that night, Todd Ahearn escaped from the Federal 
Penitentiary at Leavenworth. 

2) Todd Ahearn killed a man known as Baalthazar at a downtown 
bookstore. 

3) Todd Ahearn then attempted to kill all three of the boys present 
in the room. 

4) Officer Sarah Bristol, who had been following the boys due to 
an earlier misappropriation at the Leavenworth Police Station, came 
upon the crime in progress and incapacitated Todd Ahearn with a bullet 
through the shoulder. 

5) Aware of Agent Kahn’s involvement in the Julie Muncie 
kidnapping, Officer Bristol brought the prisoner and witnesses to him 
before alerting her Captain as she was concerned with possible 
corruption in the upper ranks of the Leavenworth Police Department. 


The embellished facts — courtesy of the three teenage boys who stood witness to 


the events — were somewhat livelier: 


1) How did Todd Ahearn escape? A beast, a demon, a phantasm 
that looked like a big dog, or a bear, or something from hell, carried Todd 
Ahearn right out of prison! Carried him right though the fucking walls! 

2) Why did Todd Ahearn kill Baalthazar? Because that poser 
Baalthazar thought he was some kind of hot shit Satan worshiper. Oh 
man, he had no fucking idea! Ahearn was the real deal, I mean, he had a 
demon with him! An honest to God hellhound at his command! So, like, 
the real Satanists, the ones inside the Hot House? They figured they 
should eliminate the competition — even if it was just a bunch of 
wannabes — which is why they sent Ahearn gunning for Baalthazar. And 
his boy, Bozzeman here. 

3) And, of course Ahearn couldn't let the other two boys live, 
having seen what they’d seen. So Ahearn was going to kill them all when 
this lady cop burst in with her gun and shot him! But the gun was useless 
against the hellhound. That devil jumped her but — and here the dopey kid 
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dropped his voice and cut his eyes away from Officer Bristol — but she, 

like, got possessed by something. Like, I don’t know, she grew these big 
ghost muscles. Like she was surrounded by a big, tough angel skin. 
Anyway, she was able to hold onto the demon until the dopey kid knocked 
a bunch of bibles on the beast and it dissolved under the ink of God’s 
word. Or something like that. 

4) Then the lady cop wanted to bring the prisoner to the FBI as 
proof that something funny was going on at the prison but the boys 
refused to be left alone — hey, shit, you know? So she had to bring them 
with her. And plus they all witnessed the fucked up devil dog thing so the 
FBI guy had to believe their story, right? 

Right. 

With these facts on the table, and Pamu sitting next to him with a crooked grin on 
his face, Agent Alex Kahn made a logical deduction worth of Joe Friday and Sherlock 
Holmes combined. “Okay,” he said, “first TIl take the prisoner into Federal custody then 
get you all to a toxicologist for analysis and treatment.” 

Pamu leaned backed and clapped his hands, showing his appreciation for a jolly 
good show! 

“I knew this wouldn’t work,” Bristol said to herself. She hung her head for a 
moment, lips moving with no sound, and then locked eyes with Kahn. “You can have the 
boys, but Ahearn is mine.” 

“Tm sorry, Officer Bristol but—” 

“No, fuck you, I’m taking the prisoner.” Bristol stood to leave. Pamu, once again 
all business, matched her. They faced off, each one sizing the other up, preparing for 
battle. 


“That won’t be necessary,” Alex placed a calming hand on Pamu’s arm. “I’m sure 


we can talk this out. Please sit down, Officer Bristol. Please.” 
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Reluctantly, Bristol returned to her perch on the edge of the nightstand. Pamu 
followed suit. 

“Officer Bristol,” Kahn put his hands together and leaned forward. “Sarah. You’re 
a law enforcement agent. You understand procedure. Even if I did believe your story, I 
would still need to follow the book so as not to jeopardize any legal standing we may 
have in Federal court. Truthfully, your negligence regarding this prisoner’s wounds may 
have already damaged our case considerably, and will most likely result in disciplinary 
actions against you. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

“Agent Kahn,” Bristol put her hands together and leaned forward, mocking him. 
“Alex. There is a missing girl out there. You know as well as I do that procedure and the 
book won't bring her back alive. Truthfully, I thought you did. Truthfully, I thought you 
had a pair. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

This was too much for Pamu. He laughed and made a “Wheee!” sound. “I like this 
one,” he exclaimed. 

Alex glared at his friend. He opened his mouth to rebuke Bristol, but 
reconsidered his words and chewed his lower lip. He looked at the three boys, lined up 
on the bed like the no evil monkeys, their countenances breathless with anticipation. He 
looked at the prisoner; expressionless, ashen faced, holding his arm. Across the room, 
Bristol stared at him, waiting. And sitting next to him, his good friend Pamu had leaned 
way back in his chair, hands laced behind his head, enjoying the hell out of this. 

Pamu caught Alex’s eye and winked. 

Alex sighed. 

“What would you have me do, Officer Bristol?” he asked. “I’m listening.” 


Sarah’s face softened. She took a deep breath. “Thank you, Agent Kahn.” 
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Her attitude changed when she sat back and started talking. “Believe me; I know 
how crazy this sounds. You’re probably thinking ‘mass hallucination’, right? Drug 
induced? And if it were just these three,” she swept her hand towards the teenagers, “I 
would agree with you. But I was there too. I saw the same things.” 

“A demonic phantasm?” Kahn asked. 

“I thought you said you'd listen.” 

“T will, if you get to the point. Stop trying to sell me on the metaphysical and let 
me know what you want from me. How are we going to save the girl?” 

“Fair enough. I'll skate around the supernatural stuff as best as I can, but it won’t 
be easy. As you know, Wayne White escaped from the Hot House and murdered those 
kids in the silo.” 

“And Paul Wolfe,” Kahn added. 

“Right.” Sarah smiled inappropriately. “And Paul Wolfe. He also killed Jeff 
Asbury, remember?” 

“Yes, that’s why I’m here in the first place.” 

“The story goes; a prison guard — Odus Augustine — had been shuttling him in 
and out of the prison for cash, right?” 

“So the story goes.” 

“You don’t believe it either, do you?” 

“Youre telling this, Officer Bristol. Not me.” 

“Wayne White killed Jeff Asbury over some bad blood from when they’d been 
partners in crime. He killed the teenagers to complete a ritual, but I promised not to go 
there, so let me propose this: What would you say if, since Warden Schugart took 


control of the prison, there have been multiple murders of men and women connected 
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to convicts currently incarcerated in the Hot House? Men and women like Jeff Asbury 
who were sacrificed — I mean murdered — at the hands of the Hot House prisoners who 
had vendettas against them?” 

“T’'d say youre accusing the warden of accessory to murder.” 

“You're missing the point.” 

“Am I?” Kahn arched an eyebrow. 

Pamu dipped his head and stage whispered in a sing-song to Bristol behind his 
hand, “Shouldn’t have said that. My man never misses the point.” 

“The point,” Kahn said forcefully, “as I see it, is that you are thirty seconds away 
from me calling the field office and having you detained until a thorough toxicology 
screen is performed.” 

“The point,” Bristol fired back, “is that these crimes, these murders, are easily 
investigated. The point is that anybody with the slightest initiative could run a check on 
known accomplices, associates, and family members of all the prisoners in the Hot 
House and see how many have died or gone missing in the past year. The point is I 
asked a friend at work to do just that and now she’s missing. The point is I’ve got a 
fucking Hot House prisoner sitting right here,” she pointed a finger gun at Todd Ahearn, 
“living proof that everything — everything — I’ve said is true. But the real point is, while 
we're playing Scooby Do, Julie Muncie’s time is running out and Warden Schugart is 
growing more powerful.” 

Alex and Pamu exchanged looks. 

“Okay, scratch that last part about Schugart’s power. I know you all are queasy 
about that. Look, the reason I came to you,” Bristol’s eyes pleaded with Kahn, “is 


because, even though yow’re one of those stuffed shirt, I’m-not-a-man-I’m-a-cop type of 
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guys, you do care. And I get the feeling that you will go beyond procedure and the book 
if you think it'll save lives.” 

Pamu reached over and patted Alex’s knee. “She’s got your number, bra.” 

Encouraged now, Bristol turned her attention to Pamu. “And unless I miss my 
guess,” she started, “yow re not here for a nice, heartland holiday with your boyfriend.” 

“Aw go on, girl.” 

“I think you’re some kind of mercenary. Maybe you owe this man something, or 
maybe he’s got something over you; for whatever reason, youre here because he needs 
help doing things he can’t legally do working for the Bureau.” 

Pamu made a sour face. “A merc?” To Alex, “She thinks I’m a merc. Like I can’t 
just be a good guy.” Back to Sarah. “Shit, I’m wearing Dockers, yo.” He spread his knees 
and displayed his pants. “Dockers!” 

Kahn left his chair to stand next to the prisoner. He knelt down and spoke to him, 
“Mr. Ahearn? Mr. Ahearn?” The prisoner lifted his chin. His eyes were blood-rimmed 
and moist. “For what were you arrested?” Kahn asked. 

The prisoner scanned the room, looking at all the faces as if for the first time. 
Kahn tried again, “Please, Mr. Ahearn. Can I talk to you? What were the charges against 
you?” 

“I... I... L...,” Todd Ahearn stuttered, having a hard time with the question. 
“Charges?” 

“Why were you in prison, Mr. Ahearn?” 

“I... I guess because I was damned. Damned to hell.” 


Kahn stood up and pursed his lips. “Maybe you should listen to him,” Sarah said. 
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“T think not,” Kahn moved away but the prisoner suddenly, violently grabbed his 
wrist. Pamu reacted; on his feet, gun drawn and sighted, finger on the trigger. 

“It’s already too late!” the prisoner whispered fearfully, his sunken eyes watery 
and unfocused. “The rituals have been completed, the requisite souls have been 
forfeited, and his army is strong. Tonight the harvesting will commence. The harvesting 
will commence. The harvesting!” 

With that, the prisoner released Kahn and slumped back into the cushioned 
chair. The room remained quiet until Pamu relaxed his weapon and said, “Man, that was 
fucked up.” 

Kahn paced the floor a few times, thinking. He returned to the prisoner and 
squatted in front of him. The prisoner had a hand resting over the shoulder with the 
gunshot wound. Kahn moved the prisoner’s hand away from the bullet hole. The 
prisoner gave him a confused look. 

Agent Alex Kahn put his own hand to the wound and pushed his thumb into the 
hole with a grinding motion. The prisoner sucked air. 

“Why were you in prison,” Kahn asked again, applying more pressure. The 
prisoner yelped. 

Bristol started to protest, but Pamu held a hand up and shook his head, ah ah ah. 

“What are you doing?” the prisoner asked. Kahn gripped his other shoulder and 
leaned into him. The prisoner moaned. 

“Tm asking you a question.” Kahn backed off. “And I don’t want lies or fancy 
stories. Do you understand?” 

The prisoner still looked confused. 


“Do you understand?” Kahn asked again. “Why were you in prison?” 
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“T...embezzled. Embezzlement.” 

“Have you ever killed a man?” 

“Yes, tonight I killed a man. And in prison I was part of ritual sacrifices where I 
helped kill. Many men. Yes.” 

“Don’t lie to me,” Kahn warned. 

“Why would I?” the prisoner still seemed confused. “Why are you hurting me?” 

“How did you escape?” 

“Escape? I didn’t escape anything.” Kahn pushed the wound and the prisoner 
grunted. “I...I...didn’t. I was carried out. By one of his demons. They carry us in the 
shadows; through doors, through walls. But we don’t escape. There is no escape.” 

Kahn thought about that answer and decided to let it pass for the moment. He 
opened a different line of questioning. 

“Did you know Wayne White?” The prisoner nodded. 

“Do you know why he killed those people at the missile silo?” 

“To complete the ritual. He was supposed to kill the girl.” 

“Julie Muncie?” 

“The prison guard’s daughter. I don’t know her name.” 

“Why was he supposed to kill her?” 

“To complete the ritual.” 

Kahn added pressure. Todd Ahearn squirmed. 

“Do you understand my questions?” The prisoner nodded. “Good. Wayne White 
did not kill the girl, did he?” The prisoner shook his head. “Do you know what happened 
to her?” 


“The warden has her.” 
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Kahn leaned back. Pamu shook his head. The whole thing stank of lies. Kahn 
gathered himself and started again, placing his fist against the wound, a large knuckle 
right over the hole. 

“You're saying the warden, Warden Schugart, kidnapped Julie Muncie and is 
using her to complete a satanic ritual inside the Federal Penitentiary at Leavenworth.” 

The prisoner nodded. 

Kahn cursed, “Bullshit,” and pressed his knuckle into the bullet hole. The 
prisoner whimpered. 

“How did you escape tonight? Did the warden tell the guards to set you free?” 

“Escape....” The prisoner seemed wistful. 

“Who let you out of the prison? Is the warden telling the guards to allow 
prisoners to escape?” 

“The demons take us. We come and go in the shadows.” 

Kahn snarled and pushed harder. The prisoner swooned. Kahn slapped him once, 
sharply across the cheek to keep him conscious. “No stories. The truth. Who helped you 
escape?” 

“Wait...wait...,” the prisoner coughed, cleared his throat, and said, “I get it. You 
don’t want to believe me, that’s why youre doing this.” 

“Ts it drugs? Is that why the warden is letting you escape? To smuggle drugs?” 

“T have sold my soul to the devil.” Todd Ahearn spoke slowly, clearly, directly at 
Kahn. “And you think you can torture a confession out of me? I have nothing to confess 
anymore. My life was wasted, my death will be even more so. Whether you want to 
believe it or not, the warden has opened the gates of hell behind those Hot House walls. 


He’s swung them wide open. And he’s ready to start harvesting. 
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“And if you hurt me one more time,” Todd Ahearn added, “I will kill you and your 
soul will be one of the first sent over.” 

Kahn paused with his hand at the bullet hole. From behind him, Pamu said, “If 
you don’t, I will.” Kahn nodded. He knuckled into the wound. “Who helped you escape?” 

Todd Ahearn’s eyes flared red. His lips pulled back, exposing pearly teeth. With 
sudden and unexpected speed, he flicked Agent Kahn’s hand aside and grabbed him by 
the neck. 

“Drop him!” Pamu, gun already in hand, commanded. “Goddamn it, drop him 
right now!” But he didn’t have a clean shot, not in such close quarters. 

Todd Ahearn stood up, clenching Alex Kahn’s throat the entire time. He 
displayed superhuman strength by easily lifting the FBI agent off the ground. Alex’s feet 
dangled and his face turned a deep shade of purple. 

“Aw hell no,” Pamu dropped his gun and launched his body over the table, 
crashing into Kahn and Todd Ahearn like a defensive lineman zeroed in on the 
quarterback. It worked. The prisoner released Alex who rolled away from the chaos, 
gasping for air. 

Pamu pushed Todd Ahearn to get some separation. He punched the bullet hole 
on Ahearn’s shoulder. The prisoner didn’t even flinch. Ahearn retaliated with a jab of his 
own; aright fist straight to Pamu’s solar plexus. Pamu staggered back, somehow 
managed to remain standing for a second or two, and then destroyed the table in an 
explosion of cheap particle board as he fell on his ass. 

Blood flowed from Ahearn’s wound. He breathed heavily; puffs of steam jetting 
from his nostrils like a cartoon bull. “I am going to hell,” he growled. “And you all are 


coming with me.” 
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KEK 


Ben tried to a run for it. Unfortunately, he was the one furthest from the door, so 
by the time he’d struggled his way past Andrew and Bozzeman, the insane convict from 
the Hot House had already crossed the room and blocked the door. 

“Uh, what I said earlier? About my parents helping you out?” Ben did his level 
best to re-open negotiations, but Todd Ahearn closed them again abruptly by 
backhanding the teenager with savage violence. Ben bounced against the wall and fell on 
his face. 

“You.” Todd Ahearn pointed at Bozzeman. “You thought it would be cool to 
worship Satan. You thought it would be fun,” the prisoner snarled. Tendrils of grey fog 
rose from his head, lifting his mousey brown hair. Blood black as oil oozed from his 
wound. Bozzeman made high pitched siren sounds as he backpedaled into the corner, 
scrambling like a bug. 

“But you were just faking it. You’re a fake!” The convict lurched towards 
Bozzeman, arms outstretched, ready to grab. “Let me teach you what it is really like.” 

Todd Ahearn clenched the lapels of Bozzeman’s trench coat and jerked him to his 
feet, drawing him near, so their noses were almost touching. The prisoner’s eyes bore 
into Bozzeman’s and the fat teenager fell silent. He stood there, trembling, as Todd 
Ahearn gave him a glimpse of hell. 

“Shoot him!” Andrew whispered to Bristol. 


“No bullets,” she whispered back. 
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“Can’t you turn into that...thing and stop him?” Andrew said, referencing her 
supernatural battle with the devil dog. Sarah thought about it for a moment, and then 
shook her head. 

“Won't work. He’s just a man.” 

On the other side of the room, Kahn had lifted himself to one knee. He struggled 
to get enough oxygen in his system to trust his gun hand — a difficult thing to do when 
he was still seeing double and there was very little separation between the convict and 
the fat teenager. 

Pamu struggled to collect himself as well. His gun was somewhere under the pile 
of debris from the crashed work table and he groped for it blindly, not willing to take his 
eyes off the prisoner. 

Todd Ahearn released a lapel and put his hand against the side of Bozzeman’s 
face. The prisoner made a claw with his fingers. He dug the tips of his fingers into the 
flesh right at Bozzeman’s hairline. The fat teenager expelled a sob rich with snot and 
tears. 

In one vicious second, Todd Ahearn swept his claw down Bozzeman’s face. The 
ridged fingers tore deep, diagonal troughs through the flesh. The middle finger 
dislodged the left eyeball — it came out with a moist sucking sound, but stayed attached 
to its stem, flapping bloodily against Bozzeman’s cheek. The index finger tore through 
Bozzeman’s right nostril, leaving a hole in his face. The pinky caught the inside flap of 
the lower lip and ripped it away, Bozzeman’s lower teeth now permanently exposed in a 
grisly pink grin. 

“This is real,” Todd Ahearn explained, almost apologetically to the fat teenager 


who was going into shock. “This is what I worship.” 
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The prisoner brought his hand back to deliver the killing blow, but Officer Sarah 
Bristol jumped to stop him. 

Kahn, desperate enough to use his weapon now, even though he was unbalanced 
on one knee with an unsteady hand, shouted at Bristol, “Get Down!” 

Pamu found his gun, wrapped his hand around it, and used his feet to propel 
himself across the floor, sliding on his back, angling for an unobstructed shot at the 
convict. 

Todd Ahearn changed the path of his killing blow and used his fist to strike the 
charging Officer Bristol right in the face, stopping her momentum cold. The strength of 
the blow bent her pretty nose flat against the side of her face with a cracking sound. She 
fell, spewing blood. 

Todd Ahearn moved swiftly behind Bozzeman, putting the fat teenager between 
him and Agent Kahn’s gun. “Drop the boy!” the FBI man commanded. 

The prisoner made his hand a claw again and gripped Bozzeman’s neck. “TIl tear 
his throat out,” he warned. 

“Yoo hoo,” Pamu called. 

Todd Ahearn turned his head. Pamu lay on his side perpendicular to the prisoner. 
He had a clean shot. 

The prisoner’s eyes flashed. His lip twitched. Pamu pulled the trigger. 

Todd Ahearn’s head snapped back. Blood and bone spattered the wall behind 
him. 

Andrew Sziagy, the last man standing, saw a mouse sized chunk of gore from 


what used to be the prisoner’s brain stuck to his shoulder, and vomited all over the bed. 
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KEKE 


“Tm putting in the report that you’re removing evidence from the scene,” Agent 
Henry Nevel informed Agent Alex Kahn, pointing at the file folder resting in the crook of 
Agent Kahn’s arm. 

“Yes, that’s why I called you. I want you to handle all the reports.” 

After having reassured the Hotel’s manager — a frantic North Indian named Ray 
who was concerned about the establishment’s good reputation — that everything would 
be fine, Kahn had called Junior Agent Henry Nevel, who was staying in the same hotel, 
and told him to report to Room 1517. Five minutes later, the Junior Agent stood at the 
doorway, disheveled and sleep-deprived, trying his best to remain composed in the face 
of the room’s bloody horror. 

“And...and that you’ve failed to secure the crime scene.” 

“Good.” 

“You're not really leaving?” Agent Nevel asked, unable to hide the insecurity in 
his voice. 

“Yes. As I said — first thing you need to do is call the field office and get these 
four,” Agent Kahn indicated the three boys and Officer Bristol, “in protective custody. 
Note that they need medical attention.” 

“Oh. Okay.” 

“Keep them sequestered from one another. And don’t let anybody interview them 


until I get back.” 
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“I have to put in the report that you’re leaving the scene without notifying the 
proper authorities about...the victim.” Agent Nevel paled as his eyes lingered over the 
headless body of Todd Ahearn. 

“Tve notified you, so you can notify the proper authority. But you should put in 
the report that I’ve been uncooperative and reckless in this investigation.” 

“Yeah, okay,” Agent Nevel responded. “I'll do that. But why?” 

Pamu spoke up, “Because he’s got a life to save. That’s why he does the job, 
Youngblood. What you doin’ here?” 

“That’s enough, Pamu,” Kahn admonished. He turned back to the Junior Agent, 
“You'll be fine. Just contact the field office, get these civilians to safety, and get this 
placed locked down. Media blackout, understand?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Good,” Kahn patted the junior agent on the back and followed Pamu toward the 
door. 

“Not so fast,” Bristol said. With her disjointed nose, she sounded comically 
stuffed-up, nob so fus. “I’m coming with you.” Ib cubbing wib u. 

“Tm sorry, Officer Bristol, that is quite out of the —” 

Bristol put both hands to either side of her nose. She ground her teeth together 
hard enough to generate sparks and made a ferocious jungle noise from deep in her 
throat as she reset her broken nose. It sounded like cracking walnuts. The three men 
watching from the doorway shuddered at the sight. 

Finished, Sarah Bristol flexed her muscles like a bodybuilder, dripping hands 
balled up at her sides. “Fuck yeah!” she roared, tears flowing down her cheeks. She blew 


great wads of bloody snot from her nostrils. “Fuck yeah! 
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“I am coming with you,” she repeated, sounding much better after the amateur 
reconstructive facial surgery. Even though it was twice its normal size and a disturbing 
shade of eggplant purple, her nose was now more or less in the center of her face. 


Pamu laughed. “How can you say no to such a pretty thing?” he asked his friend. 
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PART THREE: HALLOWEEN 


Chapter Twenty Five 


“Holla Halloween, y’all,” Pamu said. 

“What was that?” Alex Kahn turned away from the window. They were in Officer 
Bristol’s studio apartment, waiting for her to finish freshening up in the walled off 
corner that served as a washroom. Outside the window the morning sun — pale and 
sickly — was just peeking over the horizon, flooding the side streets of downtown 
Leavenworth with a glowing milky haze. 

“October 315t.” Pamu answered. “Halloween. Believe it or don’t.” 

“Perfect.” 

The apartment was uncomfortably warm. Alex pushed open a window hoping for 
a breeze, but the air was just as still and muggy outside. It also had an unpleasant smell; 
nothing as pervasive as rotting garbage or wafting chemicals, just a slight scent of 
corrosion. Alex pulled the window back down. 

“You think there’s anything to it?” Pamu asked. 

“To what?” 

“The cult stuff. The devil-dog stuff.” 

“No, not the devil-dog.” 

“So they’re all lying?” 

“No, just impressionable.” 

“Like my girl said: mass hallucination?” 


“Yes,” 
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Alex sat down at the breakfast table across from Pamu. The files from the folder 
were spread out, waiting for another go-around. 

“This is where I should tell you some sort of spook story about my culture — some 
supernatural hoodoo about angry Hindu Gods, vengeful spirits, demonic jungle cats that 
feast on human flesh and cannot be killed.” 

“Please don’t.” 

Pamu shrugged. “Don’t have any, anyway. I did see a UFO once, but that’s not 
quite the same.” 

“No, not quite.” 

“So what do you think is going on inside there?” Pamu placed a hand on a 
photograph of the Hot House. “Do you really think the warden is behind all this?” 

“There’s a good possibility he is,” Kahn decided. “I’m even willing to believe he 
has established some sort of quasi-religious cult, maybe even a so called ‘Satanic’ cult, to 
leverage the prisoners and maybe even the guards. What I can’t understand yet is why.” 

“TIl take drugs for 500, Alex!” Pamu slapped his palm on the table like an over 
excited game show contestant. 

“Sure, drugs...,” Alex seemed undecided. “Drugs.” 

“What else in the world is there?” Pamu countered. “Sex? Admittedly, I’m not up 
on the whole Midwestern ‘scene’, but running those Hot House bangers out as 
prostitutes somehow doesn’t seem worth the effort. Sex or drugs, man. What else is 
there?” 

“Rock and roll?” Sarah suggested, emerging from the washroom. She had 
changed into a Metallica T with torn sleeves and blues jeans that had come by their 


faded patches and frayed cuffs honestly. Her shoulder wound was cleaned and gauzed 
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up tight. She turned her head and vigorously rubbed her hands across her hair to dry it 
before tugging it into a short, neat ponytail. She still had raccoon eyes from the bruising, 
but she looked much better having scrubbed the blood from her lips and chin. A sock 
filled with ice cubes applied to the nose had taken the swelling down. Fifteen minutes in 
the washroom and she was ready to go. 

“Mmm Mmmm,” Pamu eyeballed her. “Officer Bristol. You always look this good 
in the morning?” 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Sarah grabbed a chair, straddled it, and joined 
them at the table. “So are we just going to sit around here all day or what?” 

Kahn studied her for a long moment. “Do you have any coffee?” 

“Dude, I am not making you coffee.” Sarah had to laugh. “I mean, really.” 

“TIl make it,” Kahn offered. “Just point me in the right direction.” 

“Okay, master detective. Ill give you a hint. I hide the coffee in a room that starts 
with a ‘K’ and ends with ‘itchen’.” 

“I find that things happen more efficiently and with greater success when done 
with cooperation. For example, I could go in the kitchen and start banging open cabinets 
for ten minutes while you sit here and laugh at me for not knowing that you store your 
coffee in the freezer. Fun for you. Otherwise, a waste of time all around.” 

Sarah groaned and rolled her eyes. She pointed a finger at a line of cabinets over 
the range. “There. Above the stove.” 

Kahn excused himself from the table. 

Sarah asked Pamu, “Is he like that all the time?” 

“Like what?” 


“You know.... An ass.” 
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Pamu watched Alex in the kitchen scooping out just the right amount of coffee 
into the machine. He lowered his voice so his friend couldn’t hear him. “TIl give you that 
one because you ve been through a lot, but next time you call him an ass, we’re going to 
have a problem. Understand?” 

“Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 

“Just so we're clear.” 

“Sure. I guess you two are Brothers in Arms or something? Seen some shit 
together? He’s saved your life; you’ve saved his, back and forth so many times now 
nobody is keeping score. Like that, right?” 

“Close enough.” 

“Cool,” Sarah said. “I had a partner like that once.” She winced as if saying it 
physically hurt. She took a deep breath and put her face in her hands. 

“You okay?” Pamu asked. 

After a brief moment, Sarah took her hands away. She smiled. “I’m good.” 

Alex Kahn came back with three mugs of steaming brew. He distributed them, sat 
across from Sarah, cleared his throat, and said, “I’ve come to the decision, Officer 
Bristol, that your current mental condition is unstable at best.” This visibly riled Sarah, 
but Agent Kahn stared her down with a stern look. She folded her arms across her chest 
and let him continue. “When we first met you were courteous and professional. You 
were eager to assist me in my investigation because you considered it an opportunity for 
advancement in your budding law enforcement career. But since losing your partner, 
whom I suspect was also your boyfriend, along with the overall tragedy of the mass 
murders, you have become aggressive, confrontational, and you are clearly no longer 


concerned with building a career in law enforcement. Plus your espousal of supernatural 
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‘Satanic’ forces at work suggests a psychotic break from reality. Quite honestly, under 
normal circumstances, I would have you committed to the care of our medical and 
psychological professionals and be done with you. 

“However,” Kahn sipped his coffee. “However, as you pointed out earlier, a girl’s 
life is at stake. And you were right about my friend and me planning something extra- 
legal to secure her safety. You’ve also proven to be capable and effective in dangerous 
situations.” 

“Where are you going with this?” Officer Bristol interrupted, frustrated. 

“I’m offering to let you join us as we break into the Federal Penitentiary at 
Leavenworth today,” Kahn concluded. 

“Well shit,” Sarah said. “Thank you.” 

“Before you agree, understand that I may not be able to protect you from 
prosecution should we get caught, nor will I be able to guarantee your safety.” 

“Fine.” 

“Also, if at any time your mental deterioration compromises our mission to save 
Julie Muncie, I will neutralize you.” 

“Holy...,” Sarah’s eyes bulged and she put a hand to her neck. “Neutralize?” 

Pamu put a finger gun to her head and exclaimed, “Pow!” Sarah gacked and 
slumped over. 

“That’s not what I meant.” Kahn grimaced at their horseplay. 

“Well, Agent Kahn, I'll certainly try to hold myself together so I don’t have to be 
‘neutralized’,” Sarah recovered. “I wouldn’t want to be a burden on your conscience.” 

“You don’t have to kill a person to neutralize them,” Kahn said. “In fact, saying 


‘neutralize’ implies a non-lethal, if forceful, way to make a person inactive.” 
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“You know you're right,” Sarah conceded. “I have a feeling you could neutralize 
me just by talking me into a coma. Come on, man. Lighten up. We’re about to fight the 
bad guys and save the girl.” She raised her coffee mug for a toast. “Do something good.” 

“Do something good.” Pamu clinked her cup with his own. Not to be left out, 
Agent Alex Kahn lifted his cup and completed the toast. The three newly joined partners 


sipped coffee in companionable silence. 


KEK 


Steam rose off the Missouri river, creating a ghostly, grey plateau of fog over the 
still water. The sun set high and grimy white like a used up chunk of charcoal behind a 
thin veil of clouds. It was hot. Way too hot for the last day of October. “I thought fall in 
Kansas was supposed to be all corn-mazes, apple cider, and windbreakers,” Pamu 
complained, wiping his forehead. “This shit might as well be Iraq.” 

He walked with Agent Alex Kahn and Officer Sarah Bristol down the sandy bank 
of the river. The trees along the bluffs — normally resplendent with colorful leaves this 
time of year — were brown and dusty looking. Replace the fog over the river with smoke 
from weaponry and, indeed, it might as well have been Iraq. 

“Hell on earth,” Sarah agreed. 

Kahn hesitated, waiting for her to expand on that with comments about satanic 
cults and devil dogs. She turned and looked at him. “What?” 


“Nothing,” he said. 
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They kept walking until the PDA clipped to Pamu’s belt started beeping. Pamu 
un-holstered the device. He held it in his hands while his thumbs worked the micro- 
keyboard. The beeping stopped and he said, “We here.” 

Here was a barren strip of hard packed mud with the Missouri cut into one side, a 
knee-high wall of rough shrubs on the other, and a scattering of river litter — faded soda 
bottles, stringy plastic shopping bags, and a deflated basketball — strewn across the 
center. The place smelled of rotting fish. 

Before starting this mission, Pamu had gone shopping and returned with three 
packs for each of them to carry. Following Pamu’s lead, they shrugged out of their packs 
and dropped them to the ground. Pamu unzipped his, reached in, and pulled out a shiny 
black wetsuit. 

“You're kidding,” Sarah said, retrieving her own wetsuit — just as shiny black, but 
cut for a female body. “Yow’re not kidding.” 

“Nope.” 

Alex Kahn, holding the collar of his suit with both hands, asked, “So we’re going 
to swim into the prison, is that your plan?” 

“Spelunking, dude. We’re gonna, like, spelunk into the prison.” Pamu hoisted a 
bright yellow, waterproof flashlight from his pack and flipped the power on. “Check it 
out.” 

“Spelunk into the prison,” Alex Kahn echoed. “I thought all the caves were on the 
Missouri side.” 

“No, not caves,” Pamu flipped the flashlight on and off a few times, testing the 

battery. “Tunnels, yo. You know the story about those walls surrounding the prison, 


right? Sunk 40 feet below the ground?” 
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“Yeah, I heard that somewhere,” Sarah said, stripping down to her 
undergarments without so much as a by-your-pardon, “So the prisoners can’t tunnel 
out.” 

“Uh-huh,” Pamu said, pausing to watch Sarah, the white cups of her bra swaying, 
as she rolled her jeans down from her hips and stepped out of them one shapely leg at a 
time. “So the question is — why hasn’t any prison before or since used such an 
extravagant precaution?” 

“T don’t know,” Sarah turned her wetsuit around, looking for the best way to dive 
into it. “Costs too much?” 

“Nah, it’s because you Kansanians are a bunch of tunneling fools. Y’all’ve got so 
many underground passageways around here, the thermals look like a damned ant 
farm.” 

“Lost me,” Sarah confessed. “I’ve lived in Kansas all my life. ’'ve never so much as 
dug up a weed, much less built a tunnel. Thermals, however, I have used. On cold days.” 

“Bet you look good in them too,” Pamu flashed a smile. Sarah took time out from 
zipping up the front of her suit to show him her middle finger. “This was long ago, back 
when they found coal up in Lansing and went a little cuckoo trying to turn this place into 
West Virginia.” 

“Coal? In Lansing?” 

“Not much. Just enough to get people excited about digging. And prisons. It was 
a good business model — lobby to get all the State’s prisons built in your town then use 
the convicts as free labor for the coal mines. Would have worked better had there been 


more coal, but at least y’all got to keep those lovely prisons.” 
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“They may not look like the Taj Mahal, but at least we have jobs and food here, 
okay Apu?” 

Pamu laughed. “So sorry if I offend, Memsahib.” He collapsed his hands together 
and bowed deep at the waist. “The ways of the civilized world have once again played a 
devil of my peasant tongue.” 

“Up yours.” 

“By the way, I’m from Sri Lanka. Not India.” 

“Yeah? I’m from Whogivesashit. Now if you don’t mind circling back to the ever 
elusive point — why am I wearing this wetsuit?” She held out her arms and twisted her 
torso to get a better feel of the suit. It clung to her like a second skin — slick and dark — 
accentuating every curve and valley of her body when she moved. 

“For one thing, it makes me feel warm inside,” Pamu said, “But more 
importantly, the thermals — thermal images of the substrate — show tunnels all over this 
area. You know there are tunnels that go all the way under the river? Y’all used them to 
smuggle booze in from Missouri during prohibition.” 

“Fascinating.” Sarah made a jacking-off motion with her hand. 

“Okay, so, studying the thermals, I found a tunnel, what looks like a tunnel that 
will lead us to the Hot House.” 

“Just like that? We're going to walk right into the prison, right through the 40 
foot sunken wall and everything?” 

“No, see, you still don’t understand how thermal images work. The air in an open 
space will vary in temperature from the strata surrounding it — sometimes cooler, 
sometimes hotter, depending upon variables. What I did was map out a route based on 


thermal patterns that leads into the prison. But since it is all based on temperature, 
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there could be inaccessible areas, flooded areas, or other obstacles we'll need to 
overcome to reach the prison.” 

Sarah put her hands on her hips and asked, “So, is this going to work or not?” 

“Oh absolutely,” Pamu answered. He reached into his backpack and came out 
with some long rectangular sticks of clay wrapped in cellophane. “As long as we don’t 
come across anything so big I can’t blow it the fuck up.” 

“Where did you get those?” Kahn, suited up and looking like the original surfing 
accountant, joined the conversation. “On second thought, no, don’t tell me.” 

“Yeah, that’d be for the best,” Pamu waved the plastique explosives around. 
“Gov't issue. Best your tax dollars can buy.” 

“T said don’t tell me.” 

“Tm just sayin’.” 

Pamu hid the explosives in his pack. Agent Kahn and Officer Bristol stood over 
him as he arranged gear. He was the only one not yet wearing a wetsuit. Sarah nudged 
him with her foot. “Hey,” she said. “Hurry up.” 

“Give me a minute, yo.” He picked up the suit and folded it over his arm. He 
looked at Sarah and said, “Turn around.” 

“What?” Her jaw dropped. 

“T can’t get undressed in front of you.” 

“You're serious?” 

“Call it a cultural thing, whatever. I can’t get undressed in front of a woman 


unless she’s my wife. So. You wanna get married?” 
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Sarah made a sound of frustration and obliged Pamu by facing the other 
direction. “You didn’t seem to have a problem looking at me when I was putting on my 
suit,” she complained. 

“Yeah.” Pamu agreed. “That was fun.” 

“The offensive thing is; you assume I would even care to see you in your dirty 
underwear. Which I so don’t. It’s childish. It really is.” 

“Okay, I’m done.” 

Sarah turned around and pointed at the bulge of Pamu’s crotch. “Look. I can see 
your package anyway. These suits are skin tight.” 

“Hey, now,” Pamu shifted his legs around, trying to adjust himself. “Hey, stop -” 

“What? You think you’ve got something I haven’t seen before?” Sarah paused for 
a moment, studying his crotch, and then continued, “Not bad. You won’t win any blue 
ribbons, but at least it ain’t a camel toe.” 

“C’mon man.” Pamu turned sideways and shuffle-stepped, trying to hide his 
shame. “Stop it.” 

“Holy shit,” Sarah exclaimed. “Youre blushing.” 

True enough, Pamu’s cheeks had flushed pink under their usual caramel brown. 
The effect on his complexion was quite unappealing. Sarah laughed. 

“Do you think we can...?” Kahn tapped his wrist watch. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Pamu hurried to the river. “Let’s get going.” He made sure all his 
gear was stowed securely and slipped into the water before Sarah made any further 
comments. “It’s around here somewhere,” he said, much relieved to be hidden by the 
muddy Missouri. He started feeling around the bank, ducking down until only his head 


remained visible above the water. 
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“What’s around here?” Kahn asked. “Did you want us to get in and help look.” 

“There should be a slot cut into the top of this bank big enough for a man to 
squeeze through. You drop down on the other side and you're in one of the bootlegger’s 
old tunnels.” 

“So you need our help or what?” Sarah asked. 

“Just give me a minute. Il find it. Then yall won’t even have to get that wet.” He 
splashed around some more. “Probably a bunch of sediment clogged it up over the 
years.” Then finally, “Ah! Got it!” 

Pamu’s head disappeared under water. His feet kicked up. And he was gone. 
Agent Kahn and Officer Bristol waited. 

And waited. Kahn checked his watch. 

“Should we...?” Sarah asked, dipping her foot into the river. 

“Give him some more time.” 

About five yard from where they stood, two hands burst from ground just inches 
from the river. The hands forced a hole, flinging weed-choked mud hither and yon. 
Agent Kahn and Officer Bristol went over to help and in a short time they had cleared a 
man-sized swath over one of Pamu’s tunnels. 

“This is pretty freakin’ cool,” Pamu grinned up at them from the hole. He was 
covered in mud. Below him the faint illumination from his flashlight was visible. “Come 
on!” he said, dropping out of view. 

Kahn motioned for Sarah to go first. She sat on the edge, her legs dangling down. 
“Tt’s like a slide,” Pamu called from below. “A mud slide. Just let yourself go and enjoy 


the ride!” 
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“Down the hatch!” Sarah exclaimed as she raised her arms over her head and 
plunged into darkness. Kahn waited until he heard her and Pamu talking at the bottom 
of the hole. He positioned himself on the lip of the tunnel, looked up one last time at the 


sickly pale sun, and then fell off the face of the earth. 
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Chapter Twenty Six 


Robert Muncie greeted Sheriff Van Gitney at the door wearing only a pair or ratty 
boxer shorts and holding a gun. “Shit, Bob,” the sheriff said. “Youre liable to shoot your 
own dick off, walking around like that.” 

Robert made no move to put the gun down. He stared at the sheriff with a blank 
expression. Van Gitney took a nervous step back, off the front steps. “We've, uh.... We’ve 
been friends a long time now, right Bob?” 

“This about Trober?” Robert asked. 

“Well you just go ahead on and put that iron down, Bob, and we'll talk about it.” 

“You going to arrest me?” 

“No. No. Not unless you try to shoot me or some fool thing. Look. Mr. Trober 
doesn’t want to press charges, but Warden Schugart thinks it would be a good idea if the 
two of you cleared the air. He asked me to come get you for a friendly little meeting. 
There’s a chance you might not even lose your job because of this. That’d be good, right 
Bob?” 

Robert turned and went back into the house, leaving the door open. Sheriff Van 
Gitney watched him until he disappeared down the hallway. The sheriff hesitantly 
climbed the steps. “Hey, Bob,” he called into the house. “Bob, I still need to talk to you. 
Bob?” 

The sheriff put one foot through the threshold. Robert appeared at the hallway 
entrance wearing jeans and a t-shirt, still holding the gun, which he tucked into the 


waistband of his jeans as he past the sheriff and walked out of the house. 
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“Shit!” Van Gitney cursed. He put a hand over his fluttering heart. 

“Tm going to have to ask you to leave that gun, Bob,” the sheriff said, joining 
Robert at the cruiser. 

Robert folded his arms across his chest. “How about this, Gus? How about you 
pry this gun out of my cold, dead hand?” 

“Cmon Bob.” Gus held his arms out. “What’s this shit? It’s an amicable meeting. 
I'll be there, so will the warden. Trober won’t be able to hurt you.” 

“Trober? You think I’m worried about Trober?” 

Sheriff Van Gitney scowled. “Just what’s that supposed to mean? I was the one 
who told Troy Trober he wouldn’t have to press charges. I told him you would be 
reasonable. I’m your friend here, Bob.” 

“Uh huh. You were Odus’ friend too, weren’t you Gus?” 

“Fuck.” Sheriff Van Gitney walked around the front of the cruise. “Just get in the 


car, Bob.” 


KEKE 


“What?” Gus turned onto 4" street. “You got something to say, what is it?” 

Robert had been squinting at the sheriff behind a veil of cigarette smoke since 
they started driving to the Hot House. Robert took another cig from the pack and lit it 
with the cherry off the shorty which he flicked out the open window of the cruiser. “And 
some busybody sees you doing that, they'll call in the number of this car,” Gus said with 
great exasperation. “It’s a headache I don’t need.” 


“How much is he paying you?” Robert asked, exhaling grey smoke. 
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“What are you talking about?” 

“Warden Schugart. It must be good, right? It would have to be to get Sheriff Gus 
Van Goddamn Gitney on the payroll.” 

Gus shook his head. “You ought to know me better than that.” 

“Yeah. Odus Augustine knew you pretty well. Didn’t work out so great for him.” 
They drove in silence for a while. 

“You have no idea what’s going on around here,” the sheriff said. 

“People keep telling me that.” 

“You should listen to them.” 

“All right. I will. I'll listen to you, Gus, ol’ buddy. Why don’t you tell me what’s 
going on around here? Huh?” 

“Settle down, Bob.” 

“Just give me the Cliff Notes. What happened at the silo? What happened to my 
daughter? Is she still alive? Gus? Can you tell me if my daughter is alive?” 

The sheriff drove fast, swerving around slower moving traffic. 

“So, you won’t tell me,” Robert continued, totally unconcerned by the reckless 
driving. “That’s fine. Let me tell you something then: I don’t care that you’re the sheriff. 
And I don’t care that we used to be friends. All I know is — if you were involved in 
something that got my daughter hurt, I’m going to repay you in kind. That’s all I know.” 

“Big talk,” the sheriff growled. 


“It is,” Robert agreed as they pulled into the front gates of the Hot House. 


“He’s got a gun,” Sheriff Van Gitney announced as he brought Robert into the 


warden’s office. Schugart showed no reaction. Troy Trober, standing at the warden’s 
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side, his face still swollen and red from last night’s beating, moved behind the old man, 
out of the line of fire. “I’d have to arrest him if you want me to take it away.” 

“No need,” the warden said. “This will be a friendly meeting.” He motioned for 
Robert and the sheriff to sit in the guest chairs. 

When Van Gitney stepped forward, Robert grabbed the back of his neck with one 
hand and used the other to strip the sheriffs service revolver from its holster. Once he 
had the gun he forced the lawman into the chair, but remained standing himself. 

“Friendly, you say?” Robert asked, holding the revolver at his side. “I never 
agreed to friendly.” 

“You're in big trouble,” Van Gitney said. Robert tapped the side of his head with 
the barrel of the gun and he shut up. 

Schugart put his knuckles on the desk and leaned forward. “I’d advise you, Mr. 
Muncie, to disarm yourself. No. In fact, I insist upon it. Place both guns on my desk 
right now.” 

“Yeah, fuck you,” Robert replied. “I know yow’re crooked. You and your little 
boys.” Robert waved the gun at Troy. “Got some scheme going; smuggling, embezzling, 
some shit. I don’t care what. Right now all I want to know is what happened to my 
daughter.” 

“And what makes you think I could tell you anything about that?” 

“Call it a hunch.” 

“A hunch? Well, that is damning evidence indeed.” 

Robert inspected the policeman’s gun. He found the safety, flicked it off, and 


pointed the weapon at Schugart. “Who are the worst convicts?” Robert asked. “Troy? 
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You know. The worst convicts? Lifers. Those with nothing to lose. A man with nothing to 
lose...” 

Schugart smiled. “But you do have something to loose, Mr. Muncie. Every living 
man has something to lose.” 

“No,” Robert replied. “A man who has lost his family. Who has... failed in his 
responsibility to keep his family safe. That’s a man who has lost his self-respect. And 
there’s nothing else worth taking once that’s gone. Life itself, after all, is fucking cheap.” 

“Well, I’m glad to find we at least agree on one thing. Maybe we can build upon 
that. But first, in an effort to restore civility to this meeting, I will concede to your 
demand. Now please, lower the gun, Mr. Muncie.” 

“No, see, conceding to my demand would be telling me what happened to my 
daughter.” Robert tightened his grip on the gun. “You haven’t said shit yet.” 

“That’s right, I haven’t,” Schugart crossed the office, ignoring the gun pointed at 
his head. “I’ve always thought it more effective to show, instead of tell.” He opened the 
office door. 

“Hey, whoa!” Robert said, “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” 


“To see your daughter, Mr. Muncie,” the warden replied. “To go see Julie. 


KEKE 


“There is no need for this,” Warden Schugart complained. They were walking 
down a corridor of the administrative unit — Troy and Gus in front, Robert and Schugart 
bringing up the rear, with Robert staying close to the warden. He kept the gun semi- 
concealed as he jammed in the old man’s ribs. “Nobody will stop us.” 


“They'd better not,” Robert said. 
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“T have no issue with you holding the gun, Mr. Muncie,” Schugart continued. “But 
it is difficult to walk with you under my feet and the barrel is beginning to irritate me. I 
fear I may get a bruise.” 

“That’s a valid concern,” Robert agreed. He dug the gun in a little deeper. The 
warden sighed. 

“T tolerate this behavior only because I still hope to come to an understanding 
with you, Mr. Muncie.” 

“Sure. And maybe — if Julie’s still alive, if you haven’t hurt her — maybe I won’t 
kill your fucking ass.” 

“Right here,” Schugart stopped in front of a nondescript, unmarked door in the 
middle of along, empty hallway. He turned to Robert and said, “Do you mind?” Robert 
made sure nobody was waiting at either end of the hallway and then backed off a step. 
He kept the gun sighted on the warden. 

The door swung open at the warden’s touch. Behind it was a dimly lit stairwell 
leading down. Robert realized he’d passed this door hundreds of time during work, but 
had either never noticed it or never been curious enough to check. The warden motioned 
for him to proceed. 

“T don’t think so,” Robert nodded his chin towards Gus and Troy. “First those 
two. Then you. I’m last.” 

The men followed orders. After the warden passed through, Robert once again 
looked both ways down the hall before entering the stairwell. He closed the door behind 


him and began his downward climb. 
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Five flights of stairs into the descent and it started getting uncomfortably warm. 
Robert moved the gun from his right hand to his left to alleviate his sweating palm. 
“How much longer does this go on?” he asked the warden. 

“A while yet,” the old man replied. 

After a few more flights, Robert, sweating from his forehead, asked, “What the 
hell is down here anyway? Did you lock my daughter up in the boiler room, you sick 
fuck?” 

“The boiler room, along with all the other utilities, are located in the Ops 
building,” Schugart replied. Despite the heat, the warden looked comfortable; even 
pleased. “Didn’t you learn that during orientation?” 

“Do I look like a goddamn engineer? Why is it so fucking hot down here?” 

“Because we're approaching a gateway to hell, Mr. Muncie,” the warden smiled. 

Robert stood speechless while he watched Schugart round the corner and 
proceed down yet another flight. He thought about firing the gun — not to hit anybody, 
just to relieve some frustration. All these motherfuckers are crazy! But he couldn’t risk 


it in such close quarters. He shook his head and resumed his descent. 


“You can thank the U.S. Army for this,” Schugart said. Robert’s legs were sore 
from what seemed like hours of shuffling down steps. He stood a few rungs above Gus, 
Troy and the warden who were crowded on the small platform at the bottom of the 
stairwell. Another unmarked door waited for them there. “They built these underground 
bunkers during the cold war. Dozens of them, plus missile silos and food stores. Caches 
of weapons. All connected by thousands of miles of tunnels. We’ve made some... 


improvements since then.” 
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“Just open the goddamned door,” Robert said, wiping sweat from his eyes. 

Schugart stood with his hand on the doorknob. He smiled at Robert. “You really 
should watch your language,” he said. “Especially taking the Lord’s name in vain.” 

“T will kill you where you stand, old man,” Robert growled. 

The warden laughed and, with great joy, threw open the door. The blast of hot 
hair coming from the other side was enough to make Robert turn his face away. Troy 
and Gus hung their heads against the heat and passed through the doorway. “Come,” 
Schugart beckoned, “Your daughter is waiting.” 

Robert hesitated. He looked up — the stairwell seemed to stretch for miles above 
him. Below, the warden waited with his hand out and a toothy grin on his face. He 
appeared younger now; his normally severe, grey eyes lightened to a merrier blue and 
his ‘old man’ silver hair looked bright and vibrant. It was as if twenty years had fallen 
from his features when he opened the door. 

“Right through here, Mr. Muncie,” the warden said. “You’re not afraid, are you?” 

“Afraid?” 

“It would certainly be understandable, what with all the strange goings-on 
around here. Or hadn’t you noticed, Supercop? Yes, I know about your reputation. 
Supercop Muncie — rules his galleries with an iron fist. They can’t hide anything from 
you, can they? So why, then, after all your success in finding contraband, were you 
unable to find your own daughter? She’s been here — in this prison — since the 10% of 
October. Three weeks. Right under your nose, one could say. 

“In fact,” the warden continued, enjoying himself, “one could say she was right in 
front of your face the entire time, in cell number 8 of the ASU. You could have rescued 


her anytime, all you needed to do was ask the right questions; or at the very least, 
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believe the truthful answers you'd been given. But no. You willfully refused to see her 
because of your narrow minded rejection of any evidence that didn’t fit with your 
pathetic preconceptions.” 

“Hey,” Robert cautioned, menacing him with the gun. 

“Oh please.” Schugart waved him off. “You know what I think? I think yow’re all 
talk. That’s right — big shot Supercop Muncie is nothing but a lot of hot air. Standing 
there with that gun in your hand.... Are you going to use it now? After we’ve already had 
your daughter for three weeks? Think about it, Mr. Muncie; your precious, beautiful 
Julie locked up in the hole for over five hundred hours. Oh, but don’t worry. She wasn’t 
totally isolated. I let some of the convicts visit her, you know, for good behavior. I’m 
sure, after a few days in that cold, dark cell, she appreciated the company.” 

Robert cleared the last three steps with one leap, steadied his feet, and cracked 
Schugart upside the head with his gun hand. The old man didn’t budge and the impact 
sent shockwaves up the bones in Robert’s arm. It had been like smashing a rock against 
a cinderblock wall. 

“You're a fool.” Schugart laughed in Robert’s face. He wrenched the gun from 
Robert’s hand, tossed it aside, and swung the surprised guard to the threshold. 
“Welcome to hell, Mr. Muncie,” the warden said. He placed a hand on Robert’s shoulder 


and led him through the doorway. 
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Chapter Twenty Seven 


Two white spotlights played over a still pool of black mud, darting from one side 
to the next. A gurgling sound emanated from the back edge and both lights focused in, 
illuminating a patch of oily bubbles popping up from the surface of the mud. The 
bubbles were followed by a human head erupting from under the muck. 

The head shook vigorously, flinging volumes of mud. Eyes opened, lips parted, 
and the bright flashlights held by Alex Kahn and Sarah Bristol shone upon the smiling 
face of Pamu Clower. 

“Boo-yah!” Pamu exclaimed, rising out of the mud. “We can make it!” 

He waded through the waste-high pool and joined his companions on the edge. 
“It’s only about ten feet to the other side, but there’s not much room up top. You have to 
slide on your belly to get through. And, yo, no joke: y’all have to stay with me. You can’t 
even open your eyes in that mess. You get turned sideways under there, youre dead.” 

“So howd you make it?” Sarah asked. They had been navigating the underground 
tunnels for a while now and had come to their first insurmountable obstacle: a caved in 
section with not enough room to scrabble over the top. Pamu suggested going under by 
way of a muddy rut in the floor. 

“I have an unerring sense of direction,” Pamu boasted. “My nose is like a 
compass.” He pulled a rope from his pack. “Yall tie on to me and Ill get us through.” 

Pamu looped one end of the rope through a hook on his pack and handed it to 
Sarah. She strung it through her own pack and handed it off to Alex who held the yellow 


fiber in his hand and asked. “You’re sure about this?” 
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“Sure I’m sure. What’s the matter?” 

“Tm just.... Do you have any idea where we are? I mean, how much further we 
have to go? We’ve been doing this for hours now.” 

“No worries. Next Circle K I'll stop and ask for directions.” 

“Tm serious, Pammy. How do you know this is the right way?” 

Pamu tapped a finger along the side of his nose. “It’s a compass, baby. It can 
always, 100%, be relied upon to sniff out good malu abulthiyal, bad girls, and true 
north.” 

“Far be it from me to doubt your nose’s abilities, but....” 

“But...?” 

“If you yourself get turned sideways down there, and we're tied to you....” 

“Right, right, right. I gotcha. TIl go through again with the rope, tie it around a 
rock on the other side, come back and get y’all. Sound good?” 

“T guess....” 

Sarah unhooked the rope from her pack and fed Pamu line as he waded back into 
the mud, reached the wall, took a deep breath, and ducked under. She kept feeding him 
rope even after he’d disappeared. 

“What’s malu abulthiyal anyway?” Sarah asked. 

“Fish curry,” Alex replied. 

“Sounds gross,” she commented. 

The rope fell slack. Sections of it sunk beneath the surface. 

“It’s an acquired taste,” Alex said. 

They waited. Somewhere in the cavernous expanse of the tunnel, water dripped 


from the ceiling and landed in a puddle with a metallic ‘plink’ sound. 
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“Is it anything like Thai food?” Sarah asked. “I’m okay with Thai food.” 

“Mmmm, sort of. A lot spicier. Obviously, you go to a restaurant here and they 
water it down for Americans, but even still...” 

Sarah nodded. They waited some more, both of them aiming their flashlights at 
the spot where Pamu should reappear. Plink, the water dripped. 

Suddenly the ground in front of them exploded with a tremendous roar. A black 
creature, dripping filth, reared up from the pool and yelled, “Arrrrrgggghhh! Mud 
Monster!” It started laughing. 

Pamu. 

“You asshole!” Sarah punched him in the belly. Alex Kahn just sighed and shook 
his head. 

“Come on!” Pamu laughed, flinging mud from his eyes. “I got you! I totally got 
you guys!” 

“What the hell? Are you like thirteen years old?” Sarah complained, wiping 
spattered dirt off her face. 

“Sweet,” Pamu gloated. “You didn’t believe me, but I told you,” he tapped his 
nose. “Like a compass.” 

“So the rope is all set?” Alex asked. 

“Yupster. Like I said, just take a deep breath and hug the ground. It gets real 
narrow right before it opens to the other side.” Pamu picked up their packs. “I'll carry 
these through for you so y’all don’t get caught up trying to push them under the rocks. 
And before you start, tug the rope once so I'll know to expect you. If you get in trouble, 


yank the fuck out of the rope and I'll come get you. 
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“Oh, before I go,” Pamu paused at the edge of the pool. Alex and Sarah pointed 
their flashlights at his face, waiting. “I got you guys!” he smiled big and dove under the 


wall. 


KEK 


“This looks promising,” Pamu said, stopping as he led them into a large 
passageway. They’d been hunched over and inching their way through a series of 
narrow, compressed tunnels — complete with stubby stalactites to knock their heads and 
treacherous, slimy floors to twist their ankles. By comparison, the tunnel they were in 
now was high enough for an NBA player to stand on his tippy toes and wide enough for a 
midsized sedan. To the three spelunkers, it was absolute luxury. They stretched their 
arms above their heads and twisted their torsos, bones popping with gratitude. 

“Wow,” Sarah said, playing her flashlight down the tunnel. The sides and ceiling 
were reinforced with long planks of 2X4s held in place by a sturdy, tarred truss like the 
ones on covered wooden bridges. “What was this used for?” 

“Now she wants a history lesson.” Pamu illuminated his face with his flashlight so 
they could see him roll his eyes. 

“Do me a favor, Pammy.” Sarah started exploring the tunnel, touching the trusses 
and pacing off the distance between the walls. “Forget I asked.” 

“Does this lead to the prison?” Alex inquired. 

“Well, it all leads to the prison,” Pamu explained. 

Alex groaned and rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay. Does this nice, big, 


accommodating tunnel lead directly to the prison or will we have to crawl through 
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another ten miles of mud, over piles of jagged rocks, through rib-crunching narrow 
crevasses to get there?” 

“What’s the matter? You getting tired? You want to ride piggy back for a while?” 

“Maybe later. Why don’t you try the GPS again?” 

“Nah. Won’t be no signal down here. Besides, have you forgotten about my nose 
already?” 

“Yes, of course. Your nose. You do realize that we have no food, no way of 
communications, and, really, no way of backtracking? It wouldn’t be hyperbole to say we 
could die down here.” 

“Ah, wrong again Killah!” Pamu shrugged out of his pack. “I did bring food. Well. 
Energy bars and bottled water anyway. Might as well get our grub on while we're here.” 

He sat on the ground, rooted around in his bag and brought out a pack of Clif 
bars and a liter of water. 

“Alright!” Sarah came back and joined Pamu on the floor. “I’m starvin’.” 

Alex watched them divvy up the food. “Nice, Pammy, but that doesn’t really 
address the underlying issue. We could be lost. And that could be...bad.” 

Pamu handed him one of the energy bars. “Relax, big guy. If we run out of food — 
well, there’s always cannibalism.” Pamu shot his hand in the air. “I call cook!” 

“T call waitress!” Sarah flung her hand up too. 

Pamu and Sarah turned their heads in unison and looked at Alex with wicked 
grins sprawled across their faces. 

“Fine.” Alex sat down, unwrapping his snack. “I can see the voice of reason has no 
place in these catacombs. Just remember, you two; if worse does come to worse....” 


“Yeah?” Sarah prodded. 
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“The best meat is on my ass.” 


The sound of Pamu’s laughter echoed down the tunnel. 


KEK 


The metallic, rectangular sign on the door read: ‘Restricted: Authorized Users 
Only’. The door itself was heavy wood, located at the far end of the trussed tunnel, set 
into a stone wall. A keyhole for a skeleton key sat above the brass knob. Alex, Pamu and 
Sarah stood before the door and worked their flashlights over every inch, looking for 
something about it that made any kind of sense. 

“Authorized users...,” Sarah read. “That’s probably not us.” 

Pamu reached out and tried the knob. It wouldn’t turn. “Nope. Definitely not us.” 

“Do you think this opens into the prison?” Alex asked. 

“It bloody well better.” Pamu shrugged off his pack. 

“So this is the infamous wall,” Sarah ran her hands over the dusty stones at the 
side of the door. “Set forty feet below ground.” 

“With a door,” Alex commented. “Leading into a tunnel. Rather defeats the 
purpose, don’t you think?” 

“Tve got to assume they put in the door long after the prison was built,” Pamu 
answered. He squatted over his pack, rummaging around. 

“That doesn’t really explain it.” Alex lifted the sign off its hook and turned it over. 
It didn’t have any distinguishing stamps or markings. “I mean; who built it? Why? And 
what’s with this sign? Is it supposed to be some kind of joke?” He tossed it to the 


ground. 
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“Like I said, man, these Kansanians tunnel like prairie dogs. Probably trying to 
escape the overwhelming boredom of living in Kansas.” 

“Hey!” Sarah got their attention. She showed Pamu her middle finger. “Rock 
Chalk Jayhawk.” 

“What,” Pamu asked Alex, “does that mean?” 

“Tm not sure, but you should probably lay off Kansas for a while.” 

“You're probably right. Next thing you know, she'll sick the Flying Spaghetti 
Monster on me.” 

“Now I’m totally lost,” Alex admitted. 

“Never fear, my brotha.” Pamu approached the door, massaging a wad of clay in 
his hand. “When you're lost, just follow the bright-ass exploding white light.” 

Alex took Sarah by the arm. “We should move.” 

Pamu jogged back to join them after he wedged the malleable explosive around 
the keyhole. “This could get loud,” he said, wrapping his arms around their shoulders 
and dragging them with him to the ground. “Cover your ears.” They lay side by side, 
shielding their heads, waiting for the boom. 

Nothing happened. 

Sarah lifted her chin. She took her hands from her ears. She nudged Pamu with 
an elbow and asked, “Are you sure you set it right?” 

“Sure enough that I ain’t gonna do a fool thing like stick my head up,” he grabbed 
the collar of her wetsuit and pulled her down. 

They waited. Alex turned his head and suggested, “Something’s wrong. Did you 


use enough accelerant?” 
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“Maaaaaan,” Pamu sat up and pointed his light at the door. The plastique 
explosive was where he left it; stuck like a lump on the door. “This sucks.” 

“So what’s the deal?” Sarah asked. “You fucked up, right?” 

“Nah, nah. I did everything right. Ask my boy here about my skills with the big- 
bam-boom. I don’t make mistakes.” Alex nodded in agreement. 

“So...?” 

“So maybe those mutha’s sold me some duds.” 

“Duds?” 

“Yeah. And the fucked up thing is; we can’t do anything about it ‘cause I didn’t 
bring anything along to defuse that shit.” 

“Tf it’s a dud, why would you need to defuse it?” 

“Because maybe it ain’t a dud. Maybe it’s just a slow learner.” 

“Who did you buy it from?” Alex asked. 

“You know,” Pamu chuckled, “I’m just about mad enough right now to tell you.” 

Sarah stood up sending Pamu and Alex into a panic. “No! Get down! What are 
you, crazy?” They groped at her, trying to drag her down, but their fingers found no 
purchase on the slick wetsuit. 

Sarah stepped away from them. She’d already taken her gun from her pack and 
held it in one hand, her flashlight in the other. She pointed them both at the keyhole. 

“Cover up, boys!” She pulled the trigger. The end of the hallway exploded in a 
brilliant flash of yellow. Shockwaves of sound and heat raced down the tunnel, knocking 
Sarah off her feet. 

Eddies of acidic smoke and ash swirled in their flashlight beams. Behind the 


smoke; a ragged hole where the door had been. 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 270 


“Big-bam-boom,” Sarah smiled. She wiped away some blood trickling from her 
left nostril with the back of her hand and stood up. “Don’t everybody thank me all at 
once,” she said. “But I think that worked rather well!” 

She picked up her pack and headed for the door. Alex followed. Pamu sat on the 


ground for a while, and then said to no one in particular, “I think I’m in love.” 
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Chapter Twenty Eight 


Standing next to Schugart, the feel of the man’s arm inhumanly hot where it 
draped over his shoulder, looking into the room the warden had gleefully called ‘hell’, it 
finally dawned on Robert that this whole thing might not be about drugs after all. 

Hell itself was very large, about the length and width of a football field. The floor 
and walls were unfinished cement, shot through with veining cracks and crumbling 
fissures. Bare florescent tube lights hung at irregular intervals from a ceiling of 
blackened polystyrene tile. It was so hot the air around the lights wavered like a mirage. 

And in the middle of the floor; a pit — a ragged, gaping hole — that looked like it 
had been chewed out of the cement by a dragon with malposed teeth. A faint, pinkish 
glow emanated from the hole as did steam and a vile stench. 

Men from the prison — guards and prisoners — moved around freely, staying close 
to the walls. Despite the sauna-like environment, they all seemed happy, smiling and 
laughing as if they were in some special clubhouse. Many had stripped down to their 
jockeys. And almost all of them held weapons. Robert recognized one of the 
gangbangers, Ben Declues, cradling a shotgun in his arms. Next to him a heavily 
tattooed Aryan monster named Randal Byrd leaned on a sword. A sword! And 
completing the group was a young guard, the one from the ASU unit with thick 
sideburns, cracking up with the convicts, spinning a gun, Doc Holiday style, around his 
finger. 

There were so many things wrong with that picture; Robert couldn’t even begin to 


start processing it. 
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“Fun, isn’t it?” the warden said, leading Robert inside. The old man transformed 
as he entered this domain. It was more than just the youthful energy of his new 
demeanor; he physically changed. Standing close to him, their sides touching, Robert 
felt the warden’s body grow taller and expand, gaining inches and girth as they walked 
into the room. 

“But you haven’t seen the best part yet.” Schugart hooked his elbow around 
Robert’s neck and pointed to the far side of the room. Robert squinted through the fog of 
heat and haze hanging over the pit and saw something like a cubicle or office setup 
against the opposite wall. He couldn’t make out any details, but there appeared to be 
someone sitting on an oversized chair facing them. 

“C'mon,” the warden said, “Let’s get a closer look.” Schugart grabbed the back 
collar of Robert’s shirt and the waistband of his pants and bum-rushed him towards the 
foul pit. Robert tried to get his feet set and push back, but the warden had grown too big 
and strong. Soon Robert’s shoes were completely off the ground. He flailed helplessly as 
the old man gained terrifying speed in a very short distance, rapidly approaching the 
edge. 

At the last moment, Schugart skidded to a halt and used momentum to toss 
Robert through the air. 

Flying now, Robert saw the hole beneath him. It looked like an open lesion in the 
ground — fiery red puss bubbling over scabs of black rock. A powerful stench sucked the 
breath from his lungs and closed his nose and mouth. He crash landed on the other side 
and rolled across the jagged floor until he slammed into a heavy object. 

It was a chair, or more like a throne, made from human bones lashed together 


with leather bands. Jawless skulls adorned the arm rests. 
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Robert’s daughter sat upon the throne. She wore a leather vest clasped between 
her bare breasts, leather chaps over a black leather bikini bottom, and a spiked collar 
around her neck. The entire outfit was studded with white diamonds. Her hair was 
blown out and fried, surrounding her pretty face like a lion’s mane. She looked down 
with sleepy eyes and said, “Daddy?” 

“Jesus Christ,” Robert responded. 

An explosion at the edge of the pit shook the ground. Dust and debris from 
pulverized concrete billowed up from the feet of Schugart who had just spanned the 
length of the pit with a mighty leap. He rose to his full height, well over seven feet tall 
now, and a toothy smile spread across his face. 

“Nice, right?” The warden swaggered towards Julie. “My little heavy metal 
queen.” 

Robert lurched to his feet and blocked the warden, standing between him and the 
girl. The sound of Schugart’s booming laughter filled the room. It echoed off the walls 
and made it seem like the man was everywhere at once. Robert stood his ground. 

“A little late for that, don’t you think?” The warden took a deep breath and 
released it with a sigh. Even the shape of his face had changed. It was longer now; the 
chin pointy, the widow’s peak of silver hair much more pronounced on a stretched out 
forehead. His nose was broader and flat on his face, the nostrils wide and misshapen. 
And his eyes glowed with the same fire as the lava in the pit. “Yes, a little late to play the 
devoted, protective father.” 

“Bring it on,” Robert growled. 

Schugart never lost his smile. “You are serious? After all this,” he made a 


sweeping gesture around the room, pointing back at the pit, “and this,” he waved his 
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hands over his changed body. “You stand there with your fists balled up.... What are you 
thinking?” 

“Tm taking my daughter out of here. If she’s been hurt....” 

Another blast of satanic laughter emanated from the warden. “Supercop,” he 
exclaimed. “Supercop, indeed. 

“No, I’m afraid the only way you or your daughter will ever see the light of day 
again is if we can come to some sort of understanding.” Two monsters appeared at the 
warden’s sides. They were almost identical; different sizes perhaps, one had longer ears, 
maybe one’s snout was stubbier, but they both focused their intelligent red eyes on 
Robert Muncie, freezing the very blood in his veins. At the sight of the demons, Julie 
Muncie wept. 

“It’s time to make a deal.” Schugart held out his hand. The monsters advanced on 


the Muncies. 


KKK 


Structurally, Warden Schugart’s dungeon lair was like any other functional 
workspace; four fabric covered walls, an opening for a door, a U shaped desk with a 
computer in the corner, storage shelves elevated 20 inches above the counter space, and 
a wire wastepaper basket. What separated it from your typical 9-5 cubby hole were the 
personal touches; the ‘flair’. Instead of sports car calendars, posters of kittens and 
certificates of accomplishment, Schugart had tacked parchments with elaborate 
drawings of pentagrams and goats’ heads, browned scrolls with strange lettering, and 


panoramic paintings of monsters flaying and torturing human sacrifices to the walls. 
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Where there would normally be framed pictures of family members, silicon stress balls, 
and pen-filled coffee mugs; Schugart had scattered bones, blood-stained daggers, and 
lengths of rusty chain across the desktop. Wisps of vapor rose from a large, mysterious 
onyx crystal being used as a paperweight. The devil’s own cubicle. 

“Sit,” the warden offered, gesturing towards the two straight-back chairs. He took 
his place behind the desk, throwing himself with a flourish into the swivel chair, 
spinning around 360° with a smile on his face. “Can I offer you something to drink? 
Coffee?” 

“Coffee,” Robert agreed. Julie touched his arm. “For her too.” 

Schugart found that hilarious. He roared. “Troy!” The blast from his mouth 
charged the air with heat and a foul smell. Troy appeared at the cubicle door. “Bring a 
fresh pot. Three cups. And hurry,” the warden added. “We don’t want it getting cold.” 

The temperature in the room was well into the 90s. 

“Now, then.” The warden rubbed his hands together. His fingers were long with 
knobby knuckles; the skin color turned a dark, reddish brown. The nails looked as if 
they’d just been polished with black lacquer. “To business — Robert Muncie. I want your 
soul.” Schugart opened the top drawer, pulled out an official looking stack of papers, 
smiled at it, and slid it across the table. “It’s all there in black and white; the usual in 
perpetuity clauses and all apply. I took the liberty of filling in the back pages — where I 
relinquish all claim on your daughter’s soul or the souls of her descendants.” The 
warden flipped the pages for Robert. “See? Um, disregard that fine print there. That’s 
just boilerplate.” 

A pen appeared in the warden’s other hand. He held it out to Robert. 


“Sign here.” 
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Robert took the pen and in one violent motion stabbed it through the warden’s 
hand. Robert hammered down so hard, the tip of the pen passed all the way through the 
hand, and the stack of papers, until it stuck in the desktop. 

The warden sucked his pointy teeth with a hissing sound. Black blood bubbled 
from the wound. “Not good, Mr. Muncie,” he said. “Not good.” 

The warden wiggled his hand back and forth until the pen came loose. He lifted it 
off the desk. The pen jutted out both sides of his hand like an arrow-through-the head 
gag. Blood spotted pages of the contract fluttered down. Schugart sprawled his fingers 
wide, blood oozing down his forearm. He made a fist. The pen snapped in two, both 
halves clattering to the desk. When the warden opened his hand again, the wound was 
gone. 

“The problem, the way I see it, is you still think you’re a badass. You still think 
you can muscle your way out of this situation. Oh, Mr. Muncie, please don’t give me that 
look. Yes, that thousand-yard-stare. As if I’m boring you. As if I’m not worth your 
attention.” Schugart snapped his fingers in Roberts face. Sparks flew from his finger tips 
and Robert jerked his head back. “Better,” the warden said. 

Troy appeared at the opening, balancing a carafe, three mugs, and a plate holding 
packets of cream and sugar in his arms. Schugart instructed him to set them on the table 
and then dismissed the line officer. Troy left without a word. 

“First thing I did as the new warden of this place,” Schugart explained as he 
poured, “was switch the coffee. They had been using some generic blend, tasted like shit. 
I switched to Community Coffee’s Hotel blend. Sure, it’s more expensive, but how can 


you put a price?” 
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Julie’s fingers trembled and her mug rattled as she pulled it across the table. 
Schugart winked at her. “My heavy metal queen.” 

Robert took cigarettes and a lighter from his shirt pocket, tapped two out, and 
started them up. He handed one to Julie who almost collapsed with gratitude. Finally 
able to have something that wasn’t a total nightmare — coffee and cigarettes. 

“We doin’ good?” the warden asked. Robert nodded, blowing a trail of smoke out 
the side of his mouth. “Good,” the warden continued. “Because what comes next is 
important. I will have your soul, or you and your lovely daughter are going in the pit 
where you will both burn in hellfire for all eternity. Do you understand?” 

“You want my soul?” 

“Yes.” 

“And if I give it to you, you'll let Julie go?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“But then you'll have to kill me?” 

Schugart winced and sat back, as if he’d just been slapped. “Oh, no. No, no, no. 
You'll go free too — the both of you, one big happy family again. It’s just that TIl have 
ownership of your soul, is all.” 

“Uh huh,” Robert scratched the day old stubble on his chin. “So how do you 
collect my soul if I’m still alive?” 

“Just sign the papers,” Schugart took another contract from the drawer, put a pen 
on it, and slid it across the desk. “Don’t concern yourself with the details.” He smiled. 

Robert picked up the pen. “Okay, let’s say I do sign these papers?” 

“Yes?” 


“And you do let my daughter and I go?” 
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“Yes?” 

“And I get a gun and come back here and kill your fucking ass?” 

The warden laughed. “You’re welcome to try, Mr. Muncie.” 

Robert studied the contract. It looked legal — neatly typed and justified — but the 
letters didn’t seem to come together to make real words. He put the tip of the pen over 
the signature line. Schugart leaned forward. Robert set the pen down. 

“You really expect me to believe: I sign this paper, you let us go?” 

The warden sat back. “Mr. Muncie.... Robert. Would I lie to you?” Amused by his 
own joke, Schugart shook with laughter. The amount of teeth showing in his smile was 
not human. “Seriously though, yes, you sign your soul over to me and, poof, you and 
your lovely, lovely daughter are free to go.” 

“And if I don’t; hellfire for the both of us?” 

“Just so.” 

“Uh huh.... So why even bother with this bullshit if you can just cast our souls into 
hell for all eternity right now? Why the contract?” 

Schugart sighed and rolled his eyes heavenward. “Mortals,” he said. “Okay 
Robert, the thing is, metaphysically speaking? Ah, you wouldn’t understand.” 

Robert folded his arms across his chest. “Try me.” 

“Well, sir; there are souls, and then there are souls. Some have little or no value, 
some have great value. Some are collected for quantity, some for quality. And — this is 
important, but almost certainly outside your realm of understanding — there are 
different levels of eternity as well. So you see; I want your soul for its quality, yes? And I 
want it for all Eternity. Capital ‘E’ Eternity. Does that answer your question?” 


“My soul has quality? Really?” 
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Schugart wiggled his hand in a ‘so-so’ motion. “A little bit. Enough for me to 
make the extra effort.” 

“And what will you do with my wonderful soul? For all Eternity capital E>?” 

“What WON’T I do with it?” Schugart got up and stood by the cubicle door. “That 
pit out there? That’s for quantity. Ill fill that fucker up with all the wasted souls of this 
forsaken ‘heartland’ fast enough to make your head spin. And then, after I’ve harvested 
enough of you Midwestern trash to flood this worthless country with sin and 
depravation, I’ll start on Canada. Then Europe by way of Russia... China....” The warden 
trailed off, rubbing his hands together while the fire in his eyes flared as he envisioned a 
future of torture and suffering for all mankind. 

Robert cleared his throat. “You forgot Mexico. South America.” 

Schugart snapped his attention back to Robert and Julie. “Sarcasm, Mr. Muncie?” 
He sat back down. A smile spread across his face. “I admire a man who can keep his 
sense of humor. Anyway, as I was saying, once the ball starts rolling, I’m going to need 
special helpers.” On cue, one of the phantom creatures passed its head through the 
cubicle wall. Schugart rubbed its ears. “Like this fellow. I bargained for his soul and got 
a fairly decent demon out of the deal. Didn’t I?” Schugart asked the monster in a cute 
puppy voice. “Yes I did. I did get a good demon. Yow’re such a good demon, yes you are. 
Yes. You. Are.” 

The monster puffed smoke from its pug nose and made a mournful sound in its 
throat. It turned away, embarrassed. 

“So youre going to turn me into a dog?” Robert asked. 

The monster growled and showed teeth, angry at being called a dog. Schugart 


thumped its head with a balled fist and the demon retreated from the cubicle. 
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“No, I think I can do better with you. These devil dogs — they’re alright. They 
serve a purpose. But the quality of their souls was never all that great to begin with. 
They were too evil. Surprised? Oh, yes. The best souls — for me anyway — are the ones 
that have a balance. Too evil and you're left with little substance; too good and you wind 
up with a sentimental demon. I want a soul that isn’t so corrupt it has lost its ability to 
make reasonable choices, yet is soiled enough that it won’t fall apart every time I ram a 
pitchfork through a newborn baby. That’s a figurative example, by the way.” 

“And my soul fits the bill?” 

“Well, I'd say it is off to a good start.” 

Robert took the pen in hand. He held the point over the signature line on the 
contract. Julie touched his shoulder and said, “Daddy?” 

“Sign it,” Schugart suggested. “There’s no reason to trust me, but, trust me — you 
should sign that contract. You might even like being a demon. Why, just look at me,” 
Schugart flexed and his shirt, unable to contain the swell of his muscles, tore apart. Tiny 
white buttons flew everywhere. “Ahhhh,” the warden gloated over his balloon biceps and 
flaring laterals. “Now that’s power!” 

The skin on Schugart’s torso was dark red with rashes of black scales freckled 
across his chest and arms. He hardly looked human anymore. 

“T was a lot like you, back in the day,” Schugart continued. “A real bad-ass. Or, at 
least, I thought I was a real bad-ass. Man, I had no idea.... Here’s the thing, Robert: 
you've got in your head these notions of ‘right and wrong’, ‘good and evil’, such that, 
yeah, you can justify doing ‘bad’ things to ‘bad’ people because they deserve it. Right? 


They deserve it? Who says? You? Who died and made you God?” 
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The warden laughed long and hard at this, slapping the table with an open palm. 
“_..made you God...,” he repeated, and then gathered his composure. “Oh, my. Yes, I 
started out a lot like you. When I was a guard, I really got my rocks off putting the whup- 
ass on those evil cons down in Georgia and Florida. I even did a tour up in Ossing. Then 
one night — this was in Attica — one night I was stomping a new mud-hole into this 
motherfucker who’d raped and murdered his own daughter — his own daughter! Can 
you believe?” Schugart winked at Julie, “When the con in the next cell starts clapping his 
hands together. Well you know all the other cons are trying to stay invisible ‘cause I’ve 
got the entire gallery locked down with only my trusted crew at my back, but this fool 
was just clapping away.” The warden brought his own hands together as an example; a 
slow and steady rhythm. “So naturally I finished up with the pervert and unlocked the 
cell where my number one fan was still clapping. You can believe I was ready to deliver 
an encore performance....” The warden got a faraway look in his eyes. “But there was 
something about the con in that cell; the way he stood in the shadows, clap clap 
clapping. He told me, he said, “Bravo, Schugart. You can beat a man’s body. But can you 
beat his soul? With all your violence, you still cannot condemn a man to everlasting 
hell.” At the time, I didn’t really care about any of that, so I started hitting the con, but it 
was like trying to bust through a concrete wall with bare knuckles. Then he told me the 
secret: A man’s soul is stronger than his flesh. Beat the flesh and you have a useless pile 
of human pulp. Beat the soul and you have... Nourishment.” That was almost forty years 
ago. I’ve learned a lot since then. A whole hell of a lot. And if you just sign that contract, 
Mr. Muncie, I'll share some of it with you.” 

Robert tapped the tip of the pen against the paper. He hunched his shoulders. 


Julie grabbed his hand. “Don’t,” she pleaded. 
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“You can save her life, Daddy. One stroke of the pen,” Schugart used an 
imaginary pen to sign the air with an extravagant flourish. 

Robert looked at his daughter. Behind the ridiculous makeup, her eyes were wide 
with fear. Her lips, smeared red with lipstick, quivered. “It'll be okay,” he said, moving 
her hand away. 

“One question?” Robert asked, poised to sign. 

“Certainly,” Schugart replied. 

“What happens to this contract when you’re dead?” 

The warden shook his head and chuckled. “You still think...? Ah, Mr. Muncie. The 
truth? I don’t die.” 

“Everybody dies.” 

“Indeed. Well, there is no transfer of ownership clause so, yes, if I die —” 

“When —” 

“— if I die the contract is voided and your soul will be free. Fair enough?” 

“Yeah,” Robert agreed. With a flick of his wrist, he scrawled his name across the 


signature line. Sitting next to him, his daughter started to cry. 
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Chapter Twenty Nine 


The walls were made of concrete. The floor was linoleum tile. Occasionally their 
flashlights caught the reflective glass casing of long-dead safety lights set into the 
concrete ceiling. The tunnel itself turned and twisted, sloped up and then down. Their 
muddy shoes made wet sounds as they plodded onward. 

“You know what’s missing?” Sarah asked, playing her flashlight down another 
length of dark, gray tunnel. 

“What?” Agent Alex Kahn asked. 

“Zombies.” 

At least she didn’t say demons, Kahn thought. Though, to be fair, this adventure 
had already turned out to be even more bizarre and dangerous than he’d anticipated. 
Perhaps she had been reckless back at the doorway, but other than that, Officer Sarah 
Bristol had represented herself well. Shed crawled through the same vile mud, hiked 
over the same back-breaking terrain, and kept pace with Kahn and Pamu without a 
word of complaint. Even now, when they were lost in what was basically a forgotten 
tomb from the nuclear age, she made jokes. Kahn considered that a good sign. 

Not so encouraging, however, was Pamu’s leadership. Since entering the concrete 
bunker, the Sri Lankan’s swagger had gradually dimmed to a cautious shuffle and he’d 
made frequent stops, shining his flashlight over the same gray walls while muttering to 
himself. 

“It just don’t make sense.” Pamu shook his head. He’d stopped again, hitting the 


ceiling corners with his light. “No goddamned sense.” 
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“Okay, Pammy.” Kahn leaned against a wall and slid to the ground. “Let’s stop 
and talk about it.” 

“Goody,” Sarah said, plopping down next to the FBI agent. “An Oprah moment.” 

“T don’t know, guys.” Pamu remained standing, flicking his light around. “I’m all 
bass-akward here. Something’s messing with my compass.” He tapped his nose. 

“I don’t get it,” Kahn said. “This is the right tunnel, right?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

“And, unless we all missed something, it hasn’t split or branched or offered any 
other direction but straight on.” 

“Right, right.” 

“So how could we possibly be going the wrong way?” 

“What I’m sayin’! It don’t make sense....” 

Pamu stood in the middle of the tunnel, hand on hip, working his flashlight. 
Sarah leaned over to Kahn and asked, “Maybe we should neutralize him now?” 

Kahn pointed his flashlight at Pamu’s face. “Sit down,” he said. “Talk to us. 
What’s going on?” 

Pamu grimaced and waved the light away. “I’m blind now. Thank you.” He 
grumbled as he took a seat against the opposite wall facing Alex and Sarah. They all set 
their flashlights down creating a warm, campfire glow in the corridor. “When we blew 
up that door back there, we should have been, like, right under the prison. We’ve been 
walking this concrete tunnel, what? Over an hour?” 

Kahn consulted his wristwatch. “I have it at about forty two minutes.” 

“Whatever. It shouldn’t’ve taken us more than five to get into the prison. All these 


turns and this sloping floor....I think we’ve been traveling a downward spiral.” 
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“I would agree with you, but it hasn’t been all left or all right corners,” Kahn said. 
“Although I must admit I haven’t been keeping track and wouldn’t know for certain if 
one has occurred more frequently than the other. Also, it seems to me that the floor 
hasn’t been constantly down sloped....” 

“I want to fuck you like an ANIMAL...,” Sarah sang softly to herself. 

“What?” Kahn turned to her. “What did you say?” 

“Oh!” Sarah exclaimed. “I’m sorry. I was just.... He said ‘downward spiral’, so you 
know.... Nine Inch...? Never mind.” She looked away, embarrassed. 

“Listen man.” Pamu leaned forward. “My nose don’t lie. Somehow, someway, 
we're going in circles. Right down the drain.” 

Pamu took the liter of water from his pack and passed it around. They sat and 
drank in silence for a while. Sarah stood up, brushed the mud off the backside of her 
wetsuit, and said, “So let’s go, huh? We’re burning daylight.” 

“Didn’t you hear me, girl?” Pamu said. “We’re running in circles and getting 
nowhere.” 

“T thought you said we were going down?” 

“Down ain’t exactly a destination.” 

“Sure it is. Look, we’ve come too far to go back. Somebody built this thing — it has 
to lead somewhere. I say we just keep moving.” She started down the tunnel, swinging 
her flashlight and humming under her breath. 

“She’s got a point.” Kahn pushed himself up and offered a hand to Pamu. “We 
can’t go back now.” 

Pamu groaned. He took Alex’s hand. They had to hurry to catch Bristol. She 


walked at a steady pace, singing a happy song when they fell in with her, “...you let me 
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violate you, you let me desecrate you....” Pamu joined her for the chorus, “I want to 
fuck you like an animal; I want to feel you from the inside; I want to fuck you like an 
animal; My whole existence is flawed....” 


Kahn worried that there might be a deficit of oxygen this far underground. 


KEKE 


The blast door was imposing: gun-metal gray, solid steel, with a wagon-wheel 
spinning lock and a hand crank to disengage the latching system. Exactly the kind of 
door you would want separating you from a nuclear wasteland. 

“T don’t know, man.” Pamu scratched his head. “That’s a motherfucking door 
right there.” 

“You don’t have any more explosives, do you?” Kahn asked. 

Pamu shrugged. “Sure. I just don’t think they'll do the job.” 

Sarah grabbed the door’s handle and cranked it down. The door popped with a 
thunderous clap followed by the plaintive wail of its old hinges swinging. 

“La dee da dee,” she said, pulling it wide open. 

“You know I was gonna try that,” Pamu said. Sarah held the door for him. “That 
was the very next thing I was gonna do.” 

“Uh huh.” 

Through the door was yet another hallway, but this one was more suited to a 
government building — tiled floors, plaster walls, florescent ceiling lights. The 
temperature rose as they entered the hall. 


“Jeez.” Sarah pulled the collar of her wetsuit. “This must be the Hot House.” 
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“Which reminds me,” Pamu said, taking off his pack. “We’ve got to change 
clothes.” 

Pamu had acquired official guards’ uniforms for the team. The shirts and pants 
had been rolled into tight cylinders, zipped into waterproof bags, and placed at the 
bottom of their packs. “I'll make you a deal,” Sarah said to Pamu, snapping her shirt to 
remove some wrinkles, “We’ll both turn our backs this time.” 

“What about him?” Pamu nodded at Alex. 

“T don’t care if he wants to watch you.” Sarah turned around and unzipped her 
wetsuit. 

When they had finished changing clothes, Pamu completed their disguises by 
giving them utility belts containing plastic restraints, canisters of mace, and 
kaleidoscoping clubs. Then he showed them how to conceal their firearms in the pouch 
used to hold a walkie-talkie. “Now were in bid’ness,” he said. 

“So, what exactly is it we’re looking for anyway?” Sarah asked as Kahn hitched up 
his pants. He had to readjust the belt to make it tighter. 

“Yeah, Killah,” Pamu said. “What are we looking for?” 

“Well,” Kahn paused. “I’d like to get access to a networked computer, but failing 
that.... If we find any offices where there are document repositories; invoices, employee 
records, schedules, things of that nature.” 

“So you really have no idea?” Sarah asked. 

“My idea is we'll know what we’re looking for when we find it.” 

“Hey, works for me,” she said. “Are we taking these packs with us or should we 


leave them in the tunnel?” 
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“Good thinking,” Pamu shoved the blast door open a crack. “It’d look pretty 
suspicious carrying them and we don’t want to leave them where someone might 
stumble upon them.” He tossed his through, and then Sarah’s, finally Kahn’s. He took 
one last look down the tunnel before closing the door. He stood there for a moment, 
frozen. 

“What is it?” Sarah asked. 

“No... nothing,” he said. 

Sarah pushed him aside and peered into the darkness. “You saw something?” 

“1 don’t know...,” 

“Shit,” Sarah pulled the door shut. It closed with a mighty clang. “You did see 
something.” 

“Nah.... Nah, it was a trick of the light. That’s all. A trick of the light.” 

Sarah turned to Kahn. “We just lost our element of surprise,” she said. “We’d 
better move fast.” She started jogging down the hall. 

“What was that about?” Alex asked Pamu. “What did you see? Pamu?” 

Pamu wiped sweat from his brow. “I saw eyes.” 

“Eyes?” 

“Eyes. A pair of evil, red eyes, watching us.” 

“Trick of the light?” Kahn suggested. 

“What I said,” Pamu agreed, putting a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Trick of the 


fuckin’ light.” They raced after Sarah. 
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Chapter Thirty 


True to his word, Warden Schugart let Robert and Julie Muncie go. He escorted 
them from the pit, up the seemingly endless stairwell, out through the prison’s 
magnificent rotunda to the front doors. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost his demonic 
body and sarcastic jive talk and had reverted to the silver-haired, stick-up-the butt 
Warden. Gus, Troy and some of the other guards stood behind him as he showed Robert 
and Julie to the exit. 

“If you choose not to come back to work,” the warden offered, “call Olivia and she 
will mail you your last paycheck. I won’t say goodbye, Mr. Muncie, because will see each 
other again.” 

Schugart ushered them out of the prison and closed the door. 

Robert stood on the doorstep, shaking with rage. Julie touched his arm. 


“Let’s go,” he said. 


KEK 


On the ride home, Robert calmed down enough to talk to his daughter. 

“Did they hurt you?” he asked, looking at the ridiculous heavy metal groupie 
outfit she’d been forced to wear. It barely covered enough of her skin to even be 
considered clothing. Julie gave him such a withering look, he could only grind his teeth 


and grip the wheel. 
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He reached back for an old flannel shirt stuffed behind the seat and handed it to 


her. She draped it over her shoulders. 


KEK 


Robert hit the door running. First he went to his bedroom, flung open the closet, 
and took down his old Army locker from the top shelf. Inside there were two guns, a 
Glock and a Colt — plenty of bullets for each - and knives, a skull butterfly, a sixteen inch 
serrated hunting, and a twelve inch Muela Mirage Tactical Marine Corp. He arraigned 
them all on his bed and nodded with satisfaction. 

In the garage, he kicked a footstool over to the storage rack and stood on it to 
reach the top shelf. He came down with a Savage Model 10 Predator Hunter rifle and a 
box of shells. 

Back in his bedroom, he added the rifle to the arsenal and realized he needed 
more pockets. He stripped down to his underwear, and flung clothes from his dresser 
drawers until he found his Cargo pants. He put those on, and yanked his jeans jacket 
from the closet. He wore that over a white T-shirt. The hunting knife went in the right 
thigh pocket, the butterfly inside left on the jacket, and the Muela in its sleeve clipped to 
the belt. The Glock clipped to the other side of the belt and the Colt at the small of his 
back. The rest of the pockets got filled with bullets. 

Finished, Robert turned and saw his daughter standing in the hallway. She had 
changed into a sweatshirt and jeans. All the makeup and hair gel had been washed away. 
She looked thin and pale. 


“Tm coming with you,” she said. 
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Robert brushed her aside. She followed him to the front door where he stopped 
long enough to pull on a pair of black work boots. 

She waited for him to open the door. 

“You're staying,” he said. 

“I won't. I can't.” 

Robert pushed his forearm into her chest and shoved her away. She kept her 
balance and came right back to him. 

“Julie...,” he warned, on hand on the door knob. 

“A lot happened to me inside that prison,” Julie said. “Why do you think he let me 
live?” Julie moved closer to her father. “Why do you think he let me go free? Why didn’t 
I have to sign one of those contracts?” 

Robert closed his eyes 

“Tm pregnant,” she continued. “With his children.” 

The doorknob bent under the pressure of Robert’s fist. 

“You shouldn't have signed that contract. He owns you now,” Julie continued. 
“You won't be able to kill him. But I can.” She took the Glock from his belt. “I can.” 

Robert opened the door and held it for his daughter. She looked in his eyes as she 
crossed the threshold. They were flat and expressionless. Dead — just like hers. 


And, like hers, they showed no fear. 
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Chapter Thirty One 


The hallway ended at a T intersection. Sarah, Pamu, and Alex stood in a group 
and considered their options — left or right. 

“What’s your nose say?” Sarah asked Pamu. 

Pamu took out his PDA and tried to get a GPS signal. “Shit,” he said, putting the 
device back in its holster. “Still no signal.” 

“So what’s your nose say?” Sarah asked again. “That all powerful compass in your 
schnoz?” 

“Fuck, I don’t know. They both have to lead somewhere. What’s your nose say?” 

“That you smell like ass! Just kidding.” Sarah gave Pamu a playful punch on the 
shoulder. Despite the long day of tunnel crawling and the unnaturally hot atmosphere in 
the hallways, Sarah seemed to be enjoying herself. Neither Pamu nor Alex was as 
chipper. 

“So anybody have a coin we can toss?” she suggested. 

Pamu held up a finger and said “Shush!” Over the electric buzz of the florescent 
lights, the sound of fast-approaching footsteps could be heard coming from the right. 

“Cmon,” Pamu pulled them back down the hallway, out of the intersection. He 
leaned flat against the wall, listening to the footsteps. Sarah stood beside him. 

“Need I remind you that we’re wearing guard uniforms,” Kahn said. “This might 
be a good time to test their effectiveness and get information in the process.” 

“Shush!” both Pamu and Sarah exclaimed. Sarah grabbed Kahn’s shirt and pulled 


him to the wall. 
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They heard voices along with the footfalls. Getting closer.... Closer. 

Pamu un-holstered his gun. Sarah followed suit. 

“Guys,” Kahn started, but Sarah threw a hand in his face and scowled. She 
pointed at his gun. He shook his head ‘no’. She rolled her eyes. 

“Yo!” One of the voices rang clear from the hallway. “This way,” it said. 

The footsteps entered the intersecting hall. Pamu and Sarah held their guns high 
and nodded at each other. 

“Guys, wait,” Alex whispered, but it was too late. Pamu swung his body into the 
intersection, pointing his gun towards the footsteps. Sarah leapt with him, aiming her 
own gun as she took the other end of the hall. 

“Freeze!” they shouted. 

Kahn started to follow, hoping that they hadn’t just blown their cover with this 
ridiculous display of machismo, when gunshots exploded in the hallway. Pamu and 
Sarah fell to the ground and returned fire. 

Kahn drew his weapon and, hiding behind the corner, looked down the hall. He 
saw four men dressed in prison jumpers. Three black, one white, all holding guns. Two 
of them gleefully discharged semi-automatic pistols, laughing as chunks of plaster and 
tile exploded in straight lines on the walls and floor. 

Kahn fired at, and hit, one of the prisoners. He fell clutching his side. The other 
gunman stopped firing and looked down at his partner’s body. Kahn shot him in the 
head. He crumpled to the ground. The other two prisoners back-peddled to the safety of 
their own intersection. 

Sarah and Pamu joined Alex behind the wall. They were uninjured. The prisoner 


Agent Kahn had shot in the body lay moaning and crying in an expanding pool of blood. 
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“You, there!” Kahn called out. “Your friend is still alive! If you want to save him, 
throw out your guns!” 

Kahn pulled back fast. A shot came from the other end of the hall. It hit the 
wounded man in the face and he stopped crying, dead. 

“Say what?” came the response from the end of the hall. “Couldn’t hear you.” 

Kahn didn’t show his head, but spoke loud, “Give yourselves up! You'll never 
make it!” 

“Give ourselves up? Man, what...? Lookit, we was supposed to bring y’all back 
alive. Those two motherfuckers was just actin’ fool. We ain’t gonna shoot you. So why 
don’t you throw your guns out and c'mon. The warden wants a talk with you.” 

Kahn turned to Pamu and Sarah. “The warden?” he whispered. “He doesn’t know 
we're here. Maybe they think we’re somebody else?” 

“T got this.” Sarah leapfrogged Agent Kahn’s position at the edge of the hall. She 
poked her head out and called, “Hey cocksmokes! I’ve got a message for your faggot 
warden!” 

“Yeah, what’s that?” 

“Poke your head out and I'll tell you!” 

The convicts laughed. “C’mon girl. Make it easy on yourselves. Toss your guns.” 

“Toss your boyfriend’s salad, you fucking dicksuck! You want my gun, you’re 
gonna have to pay for it!” 

Sarah and the prisoner played peek-a-boo for a while, both of them exposing 
their heads just long enough to spot the other one at the end of the hall, but neither 
getting an opportunity to fire a shot. 


“We having fun?” Sarah called out. 
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“T can think of better things to do with my time.” 

“So why don’t you run back to daddy with your tail between your legs. Hey, tell 
him he wants to talk with us, he’d better show up his own damned self.” 

“Awright, bitch. We'll go. But so’s you know? The next group he sends for your 
candy asses won’t be near as pretty as us.” 

“Yeah? Why don’t you just poke that pretty little face of yours out so I can get a 
good long look at what I’m missing?” 

The convicts laughed some more. “We'll be seeing ya, sweetheart.” 

The sound of their retreating footsteps echoed down the walls. Sarah slipped off 
her shoes and soundlessly entered the hall. She motioned for Pamu and Alex to follow. 
Alex shook his head vehemently, but she was already gone, chasing after the two 
prisoners with her shoes in one hand, gun in the other. 


“Oh, I really like this one,” Pamu whispered taking off his shoes. 


KEKE 


They kept pace behind the convicts, undetected, sneaking silently on the linoleum 
floors wearing socks to muffle their footfalls. After five minutes of navigating the maze 
of halls — always staying one length behind the two prisoners, they spied their quarry 
entering a door set into the wall. 

“This is it,” Sarah said, stopping to put on her shoes. “What you're looking for is 
behind that door.” 

Kahn cleared his throat. “Thank you Officer Bristol. I trust you can find your way 


back to the tunnel?” 
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“The fuck you say?” 

“Youre out. You’re done. Go back to the tunnel and we'll send for you when it’s 
safe.” 

“Uh.... No.” 
“It’s not a debate. You’re here by my discretion, and I’ve had enough of your 
cowboy antics.” 

“Shit.” Sarah turned to Pamu. “He’s pissed ‘cause I took lead.” 

“He is an FBI man.” Pamu offered. 

“But youre not.” Sarah draped an arm over Pamu’s shoulder. “We don’t need 
him. We could do this together, just you and me.” She tapped his chin with her fist. 

Kahn folded his arms across his chest and tilted his head, throwing a mean look 
at Pamu. 

“Okay, enough!” Pamu flung his arms in the air, moving away from Sarah. “Yall 
are acting like fools! Killah,” he said to Kahn, “you know we in the jackpot now. If we 
gonna make any kind of play in here, we gonna need every gun we got. And my girl ain’t 
no slouch behind a trigger, yo. And you,” he waged a finger in Sarah’s face, “from here 
on, you ain’t the first one through a door, got it? Don’t you shake your head at me! This 
has nothin’ to do with you being a girl or anything like that, but fact remains — you may 
be bad. You may be brave. But my boy here is Killah Kahn, F.B. fucking I., and though I 
got mad respect for your skills, ’m goin’ through a hostile door? I’m goin’ behind this 
motherfucker right here.” 


“Whatever.” 
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“Lookit girl, you may think you know what youre doing... Killah knows he knows 
what he’s doing. Follow his lead, and like the Fat Albert show says — if you're not careful 
you may learn something before it's done.” 

“What part of whatever don’t you understand? No, its fine. It is your show. I got 
it. ’'m good. It’s good.” Sarah flashed a toothy smile. “I’m the last one through the door.” 

“Tm somewhat less than convinced,” Kahn said. 

“It’s not like we got a choice,” Pamu continued. “You wouldn’t send her back on 
her own, not with all the funky shit going down in here. We either all go back, or we all 
go forward. Together. We can’t split up now.” 

The truth sat there until Kahn said, “Fine. We go together. But from here on out, 
we do it —” 

“ — your way,” Sarah finished. “Got it.” 

She waited while Pamu and Kahn slipped on their shoes and checked their 
weapons. Kahn stood for a quiet moment at the end of the hall, thinking. 

“Should we...,” Sarah whispered to Pamu behind Kahn’s back, “Should we join 
hands in prayer or something?” 

“Go on girl.” Pamu smirked. 

“Couldn’t hurt,” Kahn said. 

“What’s that?” Sarah asked. 

“Prayer.” The F.B.I man turned to them. “If you know one, now would be the 
time.” 

“Uh...,” Sarah looked to Pamu for guidance. He shrugged. “Are you serious?” She 


asked. 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 298 


“You brought it up, Officer Bristol.” Kahn said. “I understand that you were just 
being snide, but since you obviously believe in the supernatural, it would follow that you 
may also believe in the guidance and protection of a higher power. If that is the case, 
now would be the time to verbally express your beliefs with prayers or entreaties.” 

“Okay, sure,” Sarah folded her hands under her chin, bowed her head, and 
started praying in a bad Austrian accent; “Crom, I have never prayed to you before. I 
have no tongue for it. No one, not even you, will remember if we were good or bad. 
Why we fought, or why we died. All that matters is that three stood against many. 
That's what's important! Valor pleases you, Crom... so grant me one request. Grant me 
revenge! And if you do not listen, then to HELL with you!” 

She dusted her hands off and nodded. “There. I feel better now.” 

“Conan, right?” Pamu asked. 

“Hell, yeah. I had to modify it a little, you know, because there are three of us....” 

Agent Kahn did not look amused. “Oh come on!” Sarah complained. “Lighten 
up!” 

“You might not be afraid of dying, Officer Bristol, but I assure you that I am. And 
though I can’t speak for Mr. Clower, I do believe he has a couple hundred million 
reasons he would like to live through this ordeal as well.” 

“True, that,” Pamu added. 

“Playing fast and loose now may fit in with your plans to join your dead 
boyfriend, but it puts us in danger as well. So ’m asking you to get your head in this 
situation and to quit fucking around.” 

“Uh huh,” Sarah stepped to Agent Kahn. “Two things: One, I have no intention of 


joining my dead boyfriend, you little shit; and two, mine is the only head truly in this 
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situation because you're both still thinking this is some sort of drug cabal or 
underground crime syndicate. I know better. So you want to make your strategic plans? 
Fine. You want to be first through the door? Go. But when you come face to face with 
some horror your pretty little mind can’t even circle, you’d better get the fuck out of my 
way.” 

Kahn pushed the heel of his hand into his right eye and grimaced. “We should 
just turn around now,” he muttered. Then added, more loudly, “We’re dressed as 
guards, so we'll assume the authority of guards. If you see any prisoners holding 
weapons, shoot them on sight. If we see other prison guards, let me try talking to them 
but keep your guns ready. Follow me closely, but please try not to shoot me in the back.” 

They walked down the hall to the door. Kahn adjusted his guard’s uniform, drew 
his gun, and nodded at Pamu. He cast a weary glance at Sarah who smiled serenely. 

Kahn opened the door. Heat and noise blasted them from the other side. The 
noise came from both guards and convicts standing around together; all holding 
weapons, all talking boisterously, telling jokes and laughing as if they were at some 
bizarre house party. The heat came from a cavernous hole, smack dab in the middle of 
the large, unfinished concrete floor. The edge of the hole was ragged and red. Rising 
steam made it slick and it appeared to quiver and pulse in the heat. 

Kahn hesitated for a brief moment and then holstered his gun and entered the 
room. Pamu and Sarah followed. The busiest parts were the walls, particularly around 
the corners, where men stood as far away from the hole as possible. Kahn spotted what 
appeared to be office space at the back of the room — cubicles, setup behind an 
enormous chair — or a throne, which looked like a prop from a bad sword-and-sorcery 


film. 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 300 


“This way.” Kahn stayed close to the wall, headed for the back. 

“Fuck me,” Pamu muttered, fascinated by the gaping hole. “Is that a fucking 
volcano or something?” 

“Or something,” Sarah answered. “Something worse.” 

“Fuck me,” Pamu reiterated. 

“Try not to gawk,” Kahn admonished. “You look like a tourist.” 

“Yeah, man,” Sarah said. “You act like you’ve never seen a fiery opening to the 
flaming pits of hell before.” 

“Knock it off,” Kahn warned. A young guard approached. His shirt was 
unbuttoned and he wore no undershirt. His dirty blond hair hung limp down his 
forehead. His gun was tucked into the waist of his slacks, rubbing against the flab of his 
pale belly as he came forward to intercept them. He couldn’t take his eyes off Officer 
Sarah Bristol. “What are you doing here? You're a girl! What are you doing here?” 

Sarah pushed her way past Kahn and got in the young guard’s face. “What am I 
doing here? What the fuck are you doing here?” 

“J... L...,” the young guard stammered, his pale blue eyes avoiding the intensity of 
Bristol’s glare. 

“You... you...,” Sarah flipped the edge of the guard’s shirt. The fabric under the 
armpits was drenched in sweat. “Youre a disgrace is what you are. Shit, look at you! I'll 
bet I can curl more than you can bench. Pathetic. No wonder Schugart asked us to come 
here.” This last part she directed at Kahn and Pamu. 


“You know the warden?” the young guard asked. 
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“Uh, yeah,” Sarah nodded. “Yeah, we do. And he knows us. He knows we do good 
work, not like some guards.” Sarah sneered at the young guard’s physique. “So, why 
don’t you just button up, Britney, and get the fuck out of our way.” 

“But if you’re looking for the warden,” the young guard protested, “he’s not here. 
He’s up in his office.” 

“Where the fuck you think we just came from? He sent us down here to collect 
some shit he needs to start the ritual.” Sarah waited for the young guard to move. He 
stood his ground, not wholly convinced. “Are you going to ask me dance?” Sarah 
pressed. “Well? So, step aside, Suzy. We grown-ups have work to do.” 

“I just... I never saw you guys down here before, is all,” the guard said as he 
moved to the left. “I wasn’t expecting a girl.” 

“I wouldn't be expecting a girl either, I looked like you,” Sarah called back to him. 
“Join a gym or something. Shit.” 

They kept going, Sarah once again in the lead, making their way towards the 
cubicles. Kahn noticed a commotion on the opposite side of the room. A door opened 
and a small group of men entered the room. Kahn squinted to see through the steam 
and recognized the two prisoners they’d been following and Mr. Troy Trober, Warden 
Schugart’s right hand man. Trober was upset and berating the guards for their failure. 
Even over the din of conversation and the steady hiss of steam blowing from the pit, 
Kahn heard snippets of Trober’s angry conversation: “Well, where the fuck... you left 
them!... Warden’s gonna... we have to get them.... No, we can’t just send the dogs! And 


don’t fucking call them fucking dogs! You'll get us all killed! Now let’s go!” 
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After that last confusing outburst — Kahn assumed ‘dogs’ referred to some elite 
prison gang — Trober and the prisoners started their way around the room. They stayed 
close to the wall, avoiding the pit. 

“You see them?” Kahn whispered in Sarah’s ear. She nodded and moved to the 
right of Pamu, letting his bulk hide as much of her body as possible. Kahn backed off a 
few steps and removed his guard’s shirt. He wadded it up and held it in his hand so as 
not to leave any evidence. Then he turned around and started walking in the other 
direction. They would be looking for three guards, not two. And with the obfuscating 
steam, it would be difficult to recognize faces without diligent scrutiny. The bigger 
problem was Sarah. If any of them got a glimpse of a woman, the ruse would fail 
immediately. 

Kahn moved slow, keeping his eyes on Trober and the thugs. They came around 
to Pamu and Sarah’s side of the room. It was a race against time for Kahn’s friends to 
reach the concealment of the cubicles before being discovered. Kahn drew his gun and 
slowed down some more. He turned to check Sarah’s progress and thought, Who’s that 
guy walking with Pamu? It took him a moment to realize the guy was Sarah. She moved 
just like a man — shoulders slightly humped, cocked-at-the-elbow arms swinging, a 
certain swagger in the walk. Not an overly broad lesbian put on, but a manly gait that 
could only be acquired by having a pair where it counted. 

Impressive, Kahn thought. But he was getting the rear view, and he knew Sarah’s 
frontal attributes couldn’t easily be pantomimed away. 

Still, the subterfuge might work at a distance. If she and Pamu maintained their 


pace, they just might make it. 
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Kahn kept his head half-way turned as he shuffled along, and his gun ready. Not 
watching what was ahead of him, he ran right into the back of a convict. They jostled 
and flailed until both men recovered balance then the convict — a large biker type, 
heavily tattooed with many sharp weapons tucked under his belt — punched Kahn in the 
shoulder and warned, “Watch where you're goin’, rat-fuck.” It didn’t matter that Kahn 
had a gun because all the men in that circle held weapons. They laughed and egged on 
the biker, calling Kahn dirty names, hoping to start a fight. Only one refrained from the 
instigation: a cold-eyed African who just stared at the FBI man with an unusual 
intensity. 

Kahn hung his head, muttered, “Fuck you,” and stumbled away. They called him 
a coward, but he didn’t rise to their taunts. 

After a few feet, he allowed himself a quick peek over his shoulder, ostensibly to 
see if the biker convict would call him out, but really to check on his friends. He didn’t 
see Sarah or Pamu and Trober’s gang had already rounded the corner. 

They had made it. Kahn relaxed. He placed the gun in its holster and slipped back 
into his shirt. Not wanting to pass the biker and his crew again, he decided to take the 
long way around. That would also give him some time to think about all the bizarre stuff 
that he’d seen; not the least of which was the unearthly pit in the middle of the room. 

Though curious, Kahn didn’t want to draw attention to himself by walking to the 
edge. He studied it from afar, noticing the occasional wisps of white flame dancing in 
the omnipresent steam and the lightning fast pulses of red lava streaking across the lips 


of the maw. 
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He racked his brain for an explanation — it’s a natural hot spring?... A tectonic 
fissure? ... New kind of meth lab? ... A gateway to hell? To Kahn’s analytical mind, all 
these scenarios shared the same likelihood: impossible. 

Lost in thought, Agent Kahn didn’t notice he was being followed until he turned a 
corner and saw them peripherally. About ten men — mostly convicts but a few guards — 
led by the big biker he’d bumped into earlier. The African with intense eyes walked 
beside the biker, glaring at Kahn. 

Did the biker really want to start a fight over an accidental bump? Kahn 
considered his options. He couldn’t run, and a fight would bring too much unwanted 
attention. He could, however, take a page from Officer Bristol’s playbook and try 
bluffing. 

Kahn stopped, turned, and pointed his finger at the biker, “Are you fucking 
stupid? I’m sorry I bumped you, man, but do you know how pissed off Warden 
Schugart’s going to be if we start fighting? Wasting time when we all should be 
preparing for... tonight?” 

The biker loomed in front of him. The African bore into him with his black eyes. A 
tight semi-circle of convicts blocked his path. “Warden Schugart sent me down here to 
check on preparations,” Kahn kept going. “If I don’t report back —” 

“ — That is him,” the African interrupted. 

“You sure?” the biker asked. 

“Yes. That man is Federal Bureau of Investigation. He was one of them that first 
arrested me when I come to this country.” 


Oh shit, Kahn thought, but said, “What? I don’t even know you!” 
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“Yeah, well we don’t know you either.” the Biker turned to the guards with him. 
“You know this guy?” They shook their heads. “And we never seen you on the galleries 
before. So how is it you work here and nobody knows you?” 

“Tve been working with Warden Schugart since New York. He knows me. He 
asked me to come down and help tonight.” 

“Sure he did.” 

“Well go ask him, then.” 

“That’s a good idea.” the biker grabbed Kahn’s arm with a hand that could 
crumble bricks. 

“Hey, man! Let go!” Kahn tried to break away. “Warden Schugart’s going to have 
your head for this! Are you deaf? Warden Schugart’s going to be so pissed....” 

But nobody paid any attention. They forced him across the room, headed for the 
exit. Kahn considered making a play for his gun, but all of his tormentors had weapons 
too; guns, knives, swords.... So he stopped struggling and went along with the flow. He 
only hoped Pamu had enough sense to take Officer Bristol and get out of there before it 


was too late. 
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Chapter Thirty Two 


“Aw shit,” Pamu said. He looked around the corner of the cubicle wall behind 
which he and Sarah were hiding. “They got Killah.” 

“Agent Kahn?” 

“Fuck!” Pamu expressed his frustration by kicking the base of the wall. The entire 
cubicle shuddered and he gripped the edge to stop it from falling over. “Fuck.” 

“What? What happened?” 

“T don’t know. I saw a big gang of those motherfuckers brace him and take him 
out of the room.” 

“Well, so they didn’t kill him.” 

“But they captured him.” 

“So we rescue him. Come on,” she started for the cubicle opening. Pamu stepped 
in front of her and held up his hands. 

“You forget something?” he asked, making a squeezing motion around her 
breasts. 

“Knock it off!” She slapped his hands away. 

“Lookit, you go out there all female and shit, we sunk. That shit you pulled with 
Youngblood earlier won’t work twice, not now they know we in they clubhouse.” 

“So we just hide here forever?” 

“Naw.... No...,” Pamu scratched his head. “No, what I should do is go get help. Go 
on back the way we came and contact Killah’s Feeb people. ‘Course he said none of them 


knew what he was doing. Said he was off the reservation....” 
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“Pamu —” 

“Shush!” Pamu stood with his hand on his head, thinking. 

And thinking. And thinking. 

While he tried to figure it out, Sarah went to the far end of the cubicle. She 
rapped her knuckles against the wall, testing the thickness. Satisfied, she took the baton 
from her utility belt and rammed the narrow end through the wall. 

“The fuck you doing?” Pamu said, startled. 

“Getting us the fuck out of here.” Sarah started sawing away at the flimsy wall 
with the truncheon. “Duh.” 

“Hold on.” Pamu came to her side. “Hold up, hold on. I’m not sure we’re going 
anywhere. I think you’re staying here and I’m going for help.” 

“Bullshit.” The rip in the wall grew wide enough for Sarah to use her hands. She 
started tearing away chunks of cubicle. “You're not going for help. That would mean 
leaving your friend ‘Killah Kahn’ behind. And you wouldn’t do that, right?” Pamu 
nodded. 

“So what you really want to do is hide me someplace safe and go off to be the hero 
without lil ol’ me, right?” 

“Ain’t like that.” 

“Whatever, man. I’ve got a score to settle down here. You can be the big hero and 
save your boyfriend and all, but Warden Schugart is mine. So are you going to help me 


here or what?” Pamu knelt beside Sarah and they worked the wall together. 


KEK 
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They brought Agent Kahn to the waiting room of Warden Schugart’s office then 
stood around arguing about who should knock on the door. The consensus seemed to be 
a guard should do it; but neither of the two guards in their group were willing to put 
knuckles to wood. 

“Should we go get Troy?” one of them asked. “We should go get Troy.” 

“Troy’s all the way down in the tunnels,” the biker said. “Just knock, you pansy.” 

“You knock! You're the one who found him.” 

“Not me, him.” He pointed at the African and said, “If you’re so sure he’s FBI, you 
knock.” 

“He is FBI sure. But I’m not disturbing Warden, man.” The African faded to the 
back of the room. 

“There’s a phone.” One of the other convicts pointed to the Cisco consul on the 
secretary's desk. “Maybe we could beep him?” They gathered around the phone, 
pointing at buttons and arguing over which one to push. 

Ignored for a moment, Kahn stepped to the warden’s door and opened it. The 
other men in the room yelped and prepared to flee. 

Flickering shadows cast by candlelight transformed the warden’s office from the 
drab, efficiency minded government box Kahn remembered to an atmospheric room of 
dark magic. The filing cabinets that had stood grey and lifeless under florescent lights 
became animated as the reflected flames of a dozen candles played across their metal 
doors; clawing at the corners like long, gnarled fingers of orange and yellow. A black 
cloth with red and gold embroidery had been draped over the desk, turning it into an 
altar. The candles themselves were made of black wax, cylindrical with a three inch 


diameter and over a yard long. Two of the candles were placed on the corners of the 
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warden’s desk; the remaining ten were set on top of heavy silver stands and placed 
around the room in a geometric pattern. Black, oily smoke from the wicks rose to the 
ceiling and spread across the pasteboard tiles. 

The warden sat behind his desk, a black feather quill in hand, writing on a curled, 
yellow piece of parchment. A drop of red — ink or blood? — fell from the tip of the quill as 
Schugart looked up at the intrusion. 

“Warden Schugart,” Kahn said, flipping on the light switch. “You’re under arrest.” 

“Indeed?” The warden set the quill down, rolled up the parchment and 
fastidiously placed everything in the drawers of the desk. “Can I request one indulgence 
before you drag me away, Special Agent Alex Kahn?” 

The warden rose from his chair, came around the desk, and took off his suit 
jacket. He folded it over the top of a guest chair. Then he punched the FBI man in the 
chest. 

A sledgehammer would have done less damage. The blow stopped Kahn’s heart, 
knocked his wind out, and sent him to his knees where he remained, all but paralyzed. 

“That’s for the insolent way in which you first came into my prison and made 
demands of me.” Schugart pulled Kahn up by the arm and threw his limp body into the 
guest chair. He turned to the door and asked, “Where are the other two? The girl and the 
Indian?” 

“T think Trober’s looking for them,” one of the guards answered. 

“You think?” Schugart sighed. “Find Mr. Trober and send him to me.” He 
slammed the door shut. 

“T do what I can with what I have,” Schugart bemoaned. He returned to his seat 


behind the desk and studied the FBI man over tented fingers. 
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Kahn felt like somebody had replaced his heart with a sandbag. But they hadn’t 
taken his gun! Doubled over in pain, he surreptitiously grabbed its handle and drew it 
from the holster. He held it in his hand, out of sight, and waited. 

“I have a proposition for you, Agent Kahn,” Schugart said. “I’m willing to put the 
past behind us; I'll forget about the way you've tried to usurp my authority, how you’ve 
used lawyers — lawyers! — to try to thwart me. TIl even ignore the fact that your finger is 
now tightening on the trigger of a gun with the intention to, forgive the colloquialism, 
pump me full of lead. All this can be swept under the rug if you'll agree to one thing....” 

Kahn released his grip on the gun. He looked up. 

“Sign your soul over to me,” Schugart said with a smile. 

“You are insane,” Kahn croaked, still finding it hard to breath. 

“Tf that is true, then you have nothing to lose. Your signature on a piece of paper 
and you walk out the door.” 

“Youre lying.” 

“That could be.” Schugart opened a desk drawer and pulled out a contract. He 
slid it across the table to Kahn. “But you won’t know until you sign.” 

Kahn put a hand on the papers. “What about my friends?” 

“What about them? 

“Will you let them go too?” 

Schugart took a deep breath. He said, “No. No, I don’t think so. You’re not worth 
that much to me, Agent Kahn. But I will offer them the same deal. If they agree to sign 
over their souls....” The warden made an open gesture with his arms. 

Kahn flipped through the papers, and said, “It’s a joke. This isn’t even written in 


English.” 
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“Oh? What language is it then?” 

When he looked again, Kahn found the lettering on the pages was now in English. 
Surprise showed on his face and Schugart chuckled. “Yes, a joke. Well, most people 
don’t even bother reading it, so I don’t need to show them the English translation — 
which is what youre reading now. Is it acceptable?” 

“I don’t know. I haven’t read it yet.” 

“Well?” 

“What?” 

“Are you going to read it?” 

“Before I sign?” 

“Yes.” 

“T always read every word of every document that I sign.” 

“Tt isn’t the type of thing you can take home and show to your lawyers. I need 
your signature now, before you leave this room, or you don’t leave at all.” 

“Will you give me time to read it? There are quite a few pages.” 

“I assure you, Agent Kahn, it is all boilerplate. Sign the paper — TIl own your soul, 
and you can leave this prison.” 

“With all due respect, Warden, I’m at a loss to see how there can be ten pages of 
boilerplate for a contract regarding the ownership of one’s soul. I’m afraid I’m going to 
have to read every word of this before I sign.” 

Schugart checked the clock on the wall. It was almost midnight. “You're stalling, 
Agent Kahn, and I have an appointment to keep.” He stood up and came around the 
desk. He handed Kahn a pen. “You have the contract, you have a pen. You also have a 


gun. I’m leaving now to oversee the harvest. When I come back, your signature better be 
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on that paper, Agent Kahn, or you should blow your own brains out. There is no other 
way out of here.” 

As Schugart opened the door, Kahn spun around, drew his gun, and aimed. 
Suddenly an animal appeared, rising up from the floor, huge and black — flaming eyes 
and silver teeth — and stood between Kahn and the warden. 

Kahn fired — two clusters of shots; three bullets at the creature’s chest, two at its 
head. The creature didn’t even flinch. Kahn emptied his gun. Nothing. 

“And now you don’t even have bullets,” the warden said, shaking his head. “I have 
to go, but my minion will stay and keep an eye on you. He won’t let you escape, and he 
won't kill you; so unless you have the fortitude to commit suicide by — oh, I don’t know; 
jamming a pen in your ear or dashing your skull against the floor.... There’s a sacrificial 
dagger in my desk drawer, you're welcome to try and slit your wrists with it. Anyway, 
unless you can find a way to take your own life, I would highly recommend you sign that 
contract. The alternative will be... very, very unpleasant. Good evening, Special Agent 


Alex Kahn.” 
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Chapter Thirty Three 


Robert parked his truck off to the side of Metropolitan Avenue about two miles 
away from the Hot House. In the glare of security lights, the stone wall and prison 
buildings glowed like they were constructed from pieces of a harvest moon. Robert 
turned to his daughter and asked, “Are you ready?” 

Julie took the Glock from her pocket. “This is loaded?” 

“Yes. 12 shots. Safety’s off so be careful,” Robert said, checking his own gun. 

“Daddy?” Julie said softly, almost a whisper. 

“What?” 

“If this doesn’t work....will you.... Will you...?” 

“Will I what?” 

“Shoot me?” 

Robert grimaced. “It'll work,” he snarled. 

“But if it doesn’t?” 

“Well if it doesn’t work, TIl be dead anyway, so what’s the point of making 
promises I can’t keep?” 

“Oh Daddy, don’t you understand? You're already dead! He owns your soul. He 
won't let you hurt him, and he won’t let you just die. He'll turn you into one of those 
monsters and then you'll be...evil. Our only chance is if he lets me get close enough to 
shoot him. And only if he’s still in human form. Otherwise you'll have to kill me. I can’t... 


I can’t live knowing he’s...,” Julie put a hand over her belly. 
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“Just stop,” Robert said. “Okay? I’m not going to shoot you. If this whole plan 
turns to shit and I wind up dead, you'll just have to try again another day.” 

Julie shook her head. “He won’t let me. He'll put me back in that cell. He’ll keep 
me there until I give birth, then he'll kill me. Or get me pregnant again. You'll have to do 
it.” 

“If it means so goddamn much to you, why don’t you just do it yourself?” 

“Suicide is a sin. I don’t want to wind up in that pit.” 

“Fuck.” Robert started the engine. “This is crazy bullshit.” 

“You saw it with your own eyes. You know I’m right.” 

“Yeah, yeah. But I still think, even if he does turn my soul into some sort of 
monster, IlI still have enough juice to fuck him up.” 

Julie looked at her father with sympathy. “Don’t count on it, Daddy. Signing that 
contract was the stupidest thing you’ve ever done.” 

“Second,” Robert corrected her. He pulled back onto the road. “Marrying your 


mother still ranks first.” 


KEK 


The guard on parking-lot duty waved Robert through on sight. He didn’t look for, 
and didn’t notice, Julie hunkered down on the floorboard of the passenger’s side. Robert 
parked next to the employee’s entrance and got out of the truck. “Stay close to me,” he 
told his daughter. 

He used his badge and keys to get past security and they entered the prison. 


Robert had been prepared to kill anybody who got in his way; but they hadn’t seen any 
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guards or prisoners in the administration wing. Robert led the way to Schugart’s office. 
He put an ear to the door. Nothing. 

Robert put his left hand on the doorknob, drew his gun with his right, and 
whispered to his daughter, “Get ready.” 

Julie stood behind him holding her own gun in both hands, waiting. 

Robert flung open the door. He saw Special Agent Alex Kahn of the FBI sitting 
behind the warden’s desk, glaring at a demon dog — a hairy black monster that whipped 
its head around and growled at the intrusion. 

Both Robert and Kahn threw themselves to the floor when Julie, overcome with 
fear and revulsion, started shooting at the beast. 

The first bullet caught it by surprise and the demon yelped and sagged in pain, 
but the subsequent shots all thudded harmlessly against its thickened hide. 

Kahn leapt over the desk with the sacrificial dagger he’d retrieved from the desk 
in his hand and landed on the demon’s back. He plunged the weapon into its neck and 
held on, using all his strength to force the point in deeper. 

The demon howled. It reared up on its hind legs and thrashed about, lashing at 
Kahn with claws that shredded his shirt and tore up swaths of flesh. But Kahn wrapped 
his legs around the monster’s middle and held the dagger tight, pushing and twisting it 
deeper and deeper. He felt the density of the beast change; parts of the body getting soft 
while the injured area grew stronger. This worked against the demon’s interest because 
the flesh strengthened around the dagger, holding it in place for Kahn. 

Robert grabbed one of the ornate silver candle stands and swung it like a baseball 
bat at the demon’s leg. It connected with the sound of lumber breaking and the demon 


toppled to one side. 
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“Get out the way!” Robert yelled and Kahn rolled off the beasts back. Robert 
wailed on the monster with the silver candle stand. Shortly, Kahn joined in with a candle 
stand of his own and they stood on either side of the demon, thrashing it mercilessly. 

The demon succumbed. It released a pitiful moan and then dissolved into a sickly 
grey fog that blanketed the floor. Robert kicked the fog. 

Robert and Kahn stood apart from one another, gasping for breath, drenched in 
sweat, chins wet with spittle, hands raw around the grips of the candle stands. 

“You found Julie,” Kahn said, noticing the girl in the corner. 

“No thanks to you,” Robert replied. 

The FBI man nodded. “You should get her out of here.” 

“Can’t. Have to kill the warden first.” 

“TIl deal with the warden,” Kahn said. “You get her to safety.” 

“Bullshit,” Robert replied. He turned to his daughter. “You know how to reload 
that?” he asked, pointing at her gun. “Give it here.” Julie handed the hot gun to her 
father and he found the right bullets in his pockets. 

“You can’t be serious?” Kahn asked. “The fact that she is still alive defies belief, 
and youre going to put her right back in jeopardy. What kind of father are you? How 
can you even consider subjecting her to this danger?” 

“Are you still here?” Robert didn’t even look up from the gun he was loading. 

“My daddy signed the contract,” Julie interrupted, indicating the stack of papers 
on Schugart’s desk. “He doesn’t have much time. We don’t have much time.” 

“You signed that?” Kahn exclaimed. “Well, didn’t you read it first? I mean, if you 


had read it....” 
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Finished with the gun, Robert made sure the chamber held a bullet and swung 
the barrel around. “Our only chance is to kill that sonofabitch before he even lays eyes 
on me. That means shooting him in the motherfucking back if I can. If I can’t, hopefully 
I'll buy enough time for Julie to shoot him. That’s the plan. It sucks, but there it is. Now 
you, Mr. Law-and-order, I’m sure, would have some problems gunning down a man — or 
what-the-fuck-ever Warden Schugart is — in cold blood. So here’s the question: Am I 
going to have to shoot you now or are you going to stay out of our fucking way?” 

“Tve already tried to shoot the warden myself tonight.” Kahn replied. “And I’ve 
seen his...,” Kahn made a hand gesture towards the place last inhabited by the demon. 
“His work. No, Mr. Muncie, you don’t have to shoot me. However, I find the efficacy of 
your plan suspect at best — downright suicidal when evaluated under the dictates of 
logic rather than wishful thinking. I would suggest we combine efforts to—” 

Before Kahn could propose a better plan, a heart-dropping explosion followed by 
shockwaves rattled the old prison’s stones and created fissures in the plaster walls. 
Robert grabbed Julie and covered her head as pieces of concrete fell around them. The 
overhead lights popped and the world went black. When the quaking stopped, Robert 
flicked his lighter and touched its flame to one of the candle wicks. 

“You okay?” he asked his daughter, picking plaster from her hair. 

The whites of Julie’s eyes glowed in the natural candlelight. “The harvesting has 


begun,” she said. 
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Chapter Thirty Four 


Sarah cracked the door of the supply closet and peeked at the backs of the men 
who'd just passed. Six of them; some guards, some prisoners, and one silver-haired old 
man in a suit coat. “That’s him,” she whispered. 

Pamu tiptoed and looked over her head. “Kahn?” he asked. 

“No. The warden.” 

“Kahn wasn’t with him?” 

Sarah shook her head. “Shit,” Pamu said. 

“Tm following the warden,” Sarah said, stepping into the hall after they'd turned 
the corner. 

“What about Kahn?” 

“You want to split up? Go look for him on your own?” 

“Bad idea, girl.” 

“Then we follow the warden.” 

“Shit,” Pamu repeated. He hurried to catch Sarah as she’d already put on the 
speed to catch up with her quarry. 

They followed the warden and his entourage from the administration wing to the 
rotunda where a small army had gathered. The soldiers were ‘bangers, Aryans, MS-13, 
white-collar, guards — men that would normally be killing each other if given half a 
chance — all standing shoulder to shoulder with weapons at hand. From the safety of the 


hallway, Sarah and Pamu watched as Schugart walked to the center of the room, stood 
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under the apex of the dome, and addressed his troops. “It is time,” he said and raised his 
arms. 

The men chanted a prayer in an ancient language. From their vantage point, 
Sarah and Pamu saw Schugart grow taller and wider as the prayer progressed. He took 
off his jacket in time, but the shirt underneath tore in half from the strain of his 
expanding mass. The skin on his chest and back was spotted with violet and purple- 
black rashes. A hot wind blew, circling the rotunda like a tornado. Sarah and Pamu felt 
the outer bands whipping down the hallway. 

“Fucking shit,” Pamu whispered. “This is evil bad.” 

“What I’ve been trying to tell you.” 

The praying stopped. The wind died down. Schugart stood still for a long 
moment. Then he smiled huge and laughed uproariously. “It is fucking time!” he 
bellowed. His voice had changed as drastically as his body — a deep, booming baritone 
with enough hiss coming from a forked tongue to send a shiver down Pamu’s spine. 

The men yelled and hollered in appreciation, pumping their guns in the air as 
Schugart reached into his jacket with claw-like hands. He pulled out an old, yellow 
scroll. He bent down and unrolled it on the floor. “You, you, you, and you,” he pointed to 
four of his soldiers. “C’mere. Hold these corners so it doesn’t curl up.” 

The four men joined Schugart in the middle of the room. Each of them knelt 
down to hold the corners, keeping the scroll flat. “Who has a sword?” the warden asked, 
holding out his claw. A soldier ran forward and placed the hilt of a heavy broad-sword in 
his palm. 

Schugart held the sword high and read the scroll at his feet. He spoke in the same 


undecipherable language the men had used in their satanic prayer. Finished, he closed 
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his eyes and took a moment to mouth some words. Then, in a blindingly fast moment, 
he swung the sword around decapitating all four men holding the scroll. Their headless 
bodies fell to the floor, and the blood spewing from their necks flooded the scroll. It 
absorbed all the blood, soaking it up like a sponge. The floor beneath it turned white- 
hot. 

“Stand aside!” Schugart ordered, leaping from the center of the room. He stood 
with his men lining the circular wall of the rotunda. They watched eagerly as the floor 
swelled and buckled under the scroll that had become as black and thick as a patch of 
freshly laid asphalt. 

The floor erupted. A giant finger of lava and heat poked through the concrete like 
it was crepe paper. The prison shook violently from the trauma. Walls cracked, light 
bulbs popped. Pamu tried to shield Sarah with his body, but she elbowed him off. Pamu 
stood surprised — and more than a little physically hurt — by the unexpected strength 
behind her blow. “What? You gonna cry now?” she asked, watching him rub the spot on 
his chest where she’d jabbed him. “Pull it together, man. This shit is about to get deep.” 

It was a small victory for Pamu when another quake racked the prison and Sarah 
tumbled into his arms. It didn’t last long, however. She recovered and held a finger in 
his face. “Not even a grin,” she warned. 

They turned their attention back to the rotunda. Most of the floor was gone now; 
replaced by a huge gaping hole that bathed the darkened room with a sinister red glow. 
“What do you want to bet,” Sarah said, “that if you fall through that you wind up in the 
hell-pit we saw in the basement?” 

“No bet. Unless you want to bet that you don’t fall,” Pamu said, “you get pushed 


into that motherfucker.” 
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Schugart bellowed, “Fuck yeah!” in appreciation of the chaos that had destroyed 
the rotunda. His men pumped their weapons and shouted ‘Ho — rah!” 

“C’mon, motherfuckers!” Schugart slapped the shoulders of those men closest to 
him. “Let’s bring in the harvest!” 

Still yelling, the men flooded the halls leading to the galleries. Only Schugart 
stayed behind, rubbing his twisted hands together and chortling to himself. 

“We gotta go back,” Pamu whispered in Sarah’s ear. “Find Killah.” 

Sarah made a shushing motion. She took a slow, careful step into the rotunda, 
and drew her gun. Pamu couldn’t see a way to stop her without creating a disturbance. 
He cursed under his breath and pulled his own weapon. 

Sarah started walking backwards. Pamu looked over her shoulder and saw that 
Schugart wasn’t alone. A strange animal stood with him — a huge dog, or a bear, or 
something. The animal and Schugart appeared to be communicating, and whatever 
passed between them really pissed off the warden. He slapped the beast and yelled, 
“Useless fucking mutts! I have to do everything myself!” 

The warden moved towards the hall where Pamu and Sarah were hiding 

“Go, go, go!” Sarah grabbed Pamu’s arm and started running back to the 


administration wing. 


KEK 


“Up ahead,” Sarah said between gasps. She and Pamu moved over the floor that, 
because of the explosion, was cracked and uneven. Very difficult to manage, especially in 


near darkness — the only light coming from the faint red glow behind them. “There!” 
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Pamu saw it: a soft yellow illumination contained in what appeared to be a room. 
They ran towards the light. 

As they got closer, they heard human voices raised in argument. Pamu recognized 
one of them. 

“Killah!” Pamu called and put on some speed. He tripped over a loose tile. He 
heard a bee fly overhead and then the snap of a pistol. 

Sarah stopped to help Pamu. She heard the sound of a scuffle coming from the 
room ahead. “I think whoever’s with Agent Kahn just shot at you,” she told Pamu. 

“That’s all we need,” Pamu said. 

They waited until they saw Kahn emerge from the room holding a giant black 
candle. “Pamu?” he asked. “Is that you? Where’s Sarah?” 

Sarah pulled Pamu to his feet and threw herself at the FBI man. She pushed him 
into the room and blew out the candles. After Pamu entered, she kicked the door shut as 
best she could — it only had one hinge and sat akimbo, half in/half out of the frame. 

Robert Muncie tried to complain, but Sarah stopped him with a stiff arm to his 
chest. “Warden’s coming!” she said. “Everybody hide!” 

Kahn, Sarah, Pamu, and Julie all scrambled in the yellow moonlight coming 
through the broken window. They found spots behind the desk, behind filing cabinets, 
and in a wall crevasse recently caused by the explosion. 

Except for Robert. He moved to the center of the room. He stood there with a gun 
in one hand, knife in the other; waiting. 

“Oh fuck,” Sarah whispered from under the desk. “Is he serious?” 

Robert craned his head from one side to the other, cracking the vertebrae in his 


neck. 
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“Daddy!” Julie called out in a hushed voice. “Daddy, no!” 

A bulky shape moved beyond the door. Robert shot at it repeatedly. The door fell 
away from its last hinge and landed with a thud revealing red-tinged darkness. Robert 
waited, gun still poised. 

“D’oh,” came a weak voice through the open doorway. “You got me.” This was 
followed by a death-rattle cough that went on far too long, and finally turned to 
laughter. Deep, gravelly, satanic laughter. 

Schugart swaggered into the room. “Hey Bobby,” he said. “How you doin’?” 

Robert struggled. His gun hand shook, his knuckles audibly cracking from the 
strain. Try as he might, he could not pull the trigger. 

“Smart thing would’ve been to run. You could’ve taken a few years for yourself, 
enjoyed life, spent time with your baby grandson. Truth be told; I was rather hoping 
you’d watch over the little fella his first years. After all, he won’t be any good to me until 
he’s old enough to drive a tractor, as they say on the farm.” 

“You sonofabitch,” Robert growled, red-faced and blowing wind from the internal 
struggle. 

“Language, Bobby,” Schugart admonished, wagging a knobby red finger. “On the 
other hand, I can see where you wouldn’t want to prolong things. Just come down here 
and get it over with. Sensible, in a fatalistic kinda way.” 

Robert cried out. His denim jacket ripped from the stress at the shoulder of his 
gun arm. He simply could not force himself to pull the trigger. 

“Ah well. It’s all good. I guess I'll just have to bring up the baby my own self. Heh. 
Me. A father.” The warden shrugged. “Might be good at it, you never know. Anyway, 


now that you’re here, you might as well help with the harvest.” 
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Against his will, his face contorted from struggle and rage, Robert Muncie 
rammed the Muela Mirage knife hilt-deep into his own right ear. The blood-blackened 
tip of the blade poked through the opposite side of his skull. 

From her hiding place in the crevasse, Julie screamed and started firing her gun. 

Pamu swung out from behind the filing cabinet and started shooting into the 
darkness too. Beneath the desk, Sarah also emptied her gun into the darkness where 
she’d last seen the warden. The strobe and sound of weapons’ discharge filled the room 
with chaos. 

Only Kahn remained still, watching. Through the noise, he saw that the warden 
had vanished. They were wasting bullets. 

“Stop it!” Kahn yelled. “Hold! Hold! He’s gone!” 

Pamu and Sarah lowered their weapons. Pamu ran to the door. “Where the fuck’d 
he go?” 

“He just disappeared,” Kahn replied. “I was watching and he just vanished.” 

“Guess who else is gone?” Sarah crawled out from under the desk. She pointed 
towards the wall where Julie had been. 

“Fuck!” Pamu spat. “What the fuck is going on here?” 

“Sarah was right,” Kahn turned to her. “Warden Schugart is the devil. Or a devil 
at least.” 

“Told ya,” she said. 

“Yes, you did. And I’m sorry I didn’t take you seriously. But now I need to know 
how we can stop him.” 

“Well, yeah..., sure...,” Sarah stammered. “Uh..., really? You think I know how to 


stop him?” 
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“You don’t?” 

“Td kinda hoped to just shoot him. Or maybe beat him to death. But, yeah. No. I 
don’t know how to stop him.” 

“Well if he is the devil, like capital ‘D’ devil, shouldn’t we call on God, capital ‘G’ 
to help us?” Pamu interjected. 

“Great idea!” Sarah said brightly. “You getting reception on your cell phone yet? 
What’s his number?” 

“No, it is over,” Kahn said. “We're not prepared or equipped to fight this battle. 
We need to get out of here.” 

“But Julie...,” Sarah started. 

“I know, I know,” Kahn waved her off. “I know.” He looked down at the prostate 
body of Robert Muncie and rubbed his forehead. “Julie Muncie is my responsibility. TIl 
stay and find her. But you two should leave. Go get help.” 

“Not going to happen,” Sarah said and Pamu agreed. 

“Less time you spend talking that shit,” he said, “the more time we got to come up 
with something good.” 

“Besides — what help?” Sarah commented, reloading her gun. “Pammy called it: 
unless we can get God on a bus to Kansas, we’re on our own.” 

“I am not discussing this.” Kahn pointed a finger at Bristol. “You’re leaving.” He 
turned the finger to Pamu. “And youre taking her —” 

Before Kahn could finish that sentence, a giant hand came out of nowhere, 
grabbed his head, and slammed him down. Robert Muncie rose up to take his place. 

But it was not the same Robert Muncie. He’d grown larger: more muscled, and 


with a compressed torso and absurdly long arms that allowed the knuckles of his hands 
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to drag against the floor. Long, silver finger nails adorned his hands. Smoky, black 
cataracts blew across his deeply set, red rimmed eyes. And he’d grown a tail with a 
bulbous scorpion stinger at the tip. 

The knife he’d rammed through his skull had turned to oddly shaped horns — the 
hilt had become a thick, ridged black bolt that jutted from the right side of his head like 
a battering ram; the blade side had become a deadly array of razors and points that grew 
from his left ear like deer antlers. 

He opened his mouth and a vile smelling tendril of black ichor dribbled over his 
lower lip. He wiped it away with the back of his hand — knobby and covered in coarse, 
black hair. 

His tail swung around, splitting the air. The spiked-end flew towards Kahn. Sarah 
shot the stinger off. 

Robert Muncie turned to Sarah, flexed his chest, and hissed a sound of warning. 
Or a challenge. 

“This is me,” Sarah said to Pamu. “You get Kahn out of here. Go find Julie.” 

Pamu didn’t have time to argue. Sarah attacked Robert; her body growing mass 
seemingly made of white light as she charged. Pamu saw her original shape — petite and 
feminine — in the center of the swirling ectoplasm surrounding her. She grabbed hold of 
Robert and pushed him across the room. He twisted his head and the club end of his 
horns knocked her off balance. She backed away and assumed a fighting stance. They 
circled each other, looking for an opening. 

Pamu helped Kahn recover. They waited until Sarah moved out of their way and 


then unloaded their weapons into Robert Muncie’s mutated body. 
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The bullets seemed to annoy Robert. Nothing more. He turned his attention away 
from Sarah and pounced at Kahn and Pamu. 

Sarah leapt and collided with him in midair. They landed off to the side. Sarah 
straddled Robert and threw punches into his face. 

“Go find the girl,” Sarah commanded between blows. “I got this.” 

Robert turned his head and Sarah’s fist connected with the sharp blades of his 
left-side horn. Tendrils of ectoplasm tore away from her hand. “Dammit!” she cursed, 
flapping her wounded hand. The air around it glowed white. 

“Go on!” she yelled, using the other hand to grab Robert’s face. She slammed it 
hard back to the floor. 

“We ain’t leavin’ you,” Pamu said. Kahn handed him a silver candle base and they 
came over to help. They started wailing away on Robert’s lower body, smashing the 
silver into his legs. 

Robert’s tail lashed out. With the stinger gone, it couldn’t stab, but it wrapped 
itself around Pamu’s neck and started constricting. 

Kahn dropped his candle base and tried to wrench the tail off. He wasn’t 
anywhere near strong enough. 

“Fuck!” Sarah exclaimed. She released her hold on Robert’s face and spun around 
to yank the tail away from Pamu’s throat. She gave a ferocious back-kick that sent 
Robert skidding across the floor. He hit the far wall and struggled to his feet. 

“Seriously,” Sarah said. “You guys aren’t helping.” She was now almost four times 
her normal size. The palm of her hand was as big as Pamu’s chest. She used that giant 


hand to push him through the door. “Find the girl. TIl catch up with you later.” 
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She faced off with Robert again. They locked arms in the middle of the room. 
Robert tried to use his horns to inflict damage, but Sarah ducked and dodged. She 
dipped a shoulder and, when he tried to adjust, she let go and grabbed hold of his club- 
horn. She used it to leverage him down, swinging around his body and planting a knee 
in his back. She looked up just long enough to scowl at Kahn and Pamu. “Go. Save. The. 
Girl! Shit!” 

Robert took advantage of the moment to shoulder her off. They rolled around 
until Sarah once again got the upper hand. She pinned Robert with her knee on his arms 
and started pounding away at his face with her massive fists. 

Kahn grabbed Pamu’s elbow and dragged him out of the room. This was 


obviously not their fight. 


KEK 


Warden Schugart’s army of thugs overran the galleries. They opened the gates 
and flooded the tiers, dragging prisoners out of their cells. Those who resisted got 
beaten, stabbed or shot. Not fatally, but enough so they couldn’t fight back as their 
bodies were dragged down the halls, to the rotunda, and then cast into the pit. Schugart 
had given explicit instructions that the bodies must be alive when sacrificed. He didn’t 
say they had to be conscious. 

It became a frenzy amongst Schugart’s men to collect as many ‘points’ as possible 
— one point for each soul sacrificed. Those with firearms tried intimidating two or three 
at a time — leading them to the pit at gunpoint and forcing them to jump in. This didn’t 


last long when the victims came to realize that death by bullet was preferable to the 
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agonizing hell-flames waiting for them at the bottom of the pit. They fought back. And, 
since the army didn’t want to use fatal force, the conflict grew bloody. Soldiers started 
working together — one would hold a prisoner while the other shot his kneecaps so he 
couldn’t run. The tiers were soon littered with scraps of ruined flesh and bone. Legless 
bodies were dragged to the pit — some of the blood-crazed soldiers were even strong 
enough to haul two at a time. An exceptionally large soldier scored four points at once 
by stacking the bodies on top of each other, spearing them through the shoulders with 
swords so they wouldn't slide off, and then pulling them by their broken limbs all the 
way to the rotunda. Schugart stood at the door and watched with a thousand-watt smile 
on his face. 

“Nice haul, Joe!” he shouted out encouragement to his troops. “Keep ‘em comin’ 
Delcluse! Hey Wes, are you sure that one’s still alive? ... Don’t be throwin’ no junk down 
there, man! Alright then, go back and get some more. ... How we doin’, Jimmy? That one 
looks a little fat for you to be carrying all by yourself. ... Watch it now! See that one 
crawlin’ away? Good man, Blake.” 

All the while, he kept one heavy arm draped across the dainty shoulders of Julie 
Muncie — his queen. “Shouldn’t have washed your hair,” he told her during a lull, using 
his other hand to lift the lip strands of her mousy brown locks. “You looked so much 
better all get up.” 

Julie watched dispassionately as the procession of mutilated prisoners got tossed 
in the pit. Dozens, then hundreds of them, screaming and wailing as their bodies flew 
over the ragged edge and their souls landed in hell. Standing next to her, the warden 


emitted heat like smoldering coal. 
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KEKE 


Pamu kicked down the door marked ‘Emergency Exit’. Agent Kahn followed him 
out of the close darkness of the administrative wing into yard. Moonlight reflected off 
the metal fences and razor wire and gave the prison’s stone facade a sickly glow in the 
night, each gallery standing out like a thick pale grub in black soil. A quick scan of the 
towers showed them all to be deserted. The spotlights were off and unmanned as well. 
There would be no prison break tonight. 

“We gotta go back,” Pamu said. “Sarah... that girl...,” 

Kahn nodded and checked his belt. He still had his gun, bullets, the telescoping 
Billy-club and a cell phone. He opened the cell phone, was not surprised to read ‘no 
signal’ on the display, and stuck it back in its pouch. 

“Killah,” Pamu prodded. 

“T know,” Kahn reloaded his gun. “How are you set?” 

“No bullets,” Pamu replied, shaking his gun. “Wasted them all.” Kahn nodded. He 
stood silent for a while, thinking. 

“Yo, Killah, we gotta move. Do something.” 

“Youre right,” Kahn sighed. “But move where? Do what?” 

“I don’t know, man! You're the FEEB, you tell me.” 

“Unfortunately they didn’t cover this type of situation at the academy.” 

“Yeah, well, if I remember my Tiger training; the default response for all 
unfamiliar combat situations is to kill shit until things start making sense.” 

“Tried that. Didn’t work.” 


“So what? Run away? With that little girl up in there?” 
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“T never said anything about running away. But we need...help.” 

“No shit. It’s just that by the time we get it, if we even can get it, it'll be too late. 
Don’t you think?” 

“Maybe not.” Kahn rolled his eyes skyward. 

“What do you mean?” 

“What you said earlier, about Devil with a capital ‘D’?” 

“Yeah? What?” 

“Do you know any prayers? Real ones?” 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Kahn shook his head. “That’s the best you got?” 

“Obviously we are dealing with a metaphysical enemy. Traditional methods of 
subduing him have failed. I’m willing to explore any and all options. So. Do you know 
any prayers?” 

“Fuck no! I’m goddamned Hindu -— that’s worse than fucking Buddhist for shit 
like this. You think we got eight hours for me to sit on my hands going, Ohm ohm ohm? 
Why don’t you say something? You're white-ish.” 

“Unfortunately, I was never exposed to religion in any meaningful way. Though 
even I would know enough, in this situation, not to take the Lord’s name in vain.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

They stood together, under the moon, thinking. “Well, how hard can it be?” Pamu 
broke the silence. “Just, what? Look up at heaven and ask for help? Maybe like this?” He 
folded his hands together under his chin. 

“That would be the popular depiction of it, yes. However, I find it hard to believe 
that, and that, alone works.” 


“Otherwise everyone would be doing it?” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 332 


“Exactly.” 

Pamu shrugged, but remained standing with his hands clasped. He turned away 
from Kahn and closed his eyes. His lips moved silently. 

Across the prison yard, Gallery B exploded with a tremendous noise followed by a 
brilliant flash of light. The air filled with smoke and debris. Through the dust, they saw 
the bodies of prisoners and guards — Schugart’s men — wounded and blindly stumbling 
off the exposed tiers to the unforgiving ground below. They cried out in pain as their 
bones broke against the jagged, rocky concrete floor. 

“Holy shit,” Pamu whispered. “Did... did I do that?” 

“Come on!” Kahn drew his gun and ran towards what was left of Gallery B. Pamu 


looked up at the sky warily, and then followed his partner. 
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Chapter Thirty Five 


Crazy Tones danced through the wreckage of Gallery B, laughing and clapping his 
hands, jumping and clicking his heels with all the exuberance of a chorus girl. It had 
been a long time since he’d blown shit up. It made him feel special. 

Father Yampuler looked over the devastation and scowled. He didn’t so much 
regret the dead and dying — Schugart’s men had been beyond redemption anyway — but, 
watching Anthony Perrone’s joyful display, he felt responsible for the young man’s 
descent back to perversion. 

“Anthony!” Yampuler barked. “Stop that!” 

Crazy Tones allowed himself one more fleet-footed pirouette, and then rejoined 
the priest and their small group of rebel prisoners who'd joined together to fight the 
warden and subvert his insidious corruption of the penitentiary. Along with Father 
Yampuler and Anthony Perrone, there were two Catholic Hispanics, Baldo Ortez and 
Romera Tejas; one African Muslim, Ricky Watts; one Russian Baptist, Alyosha Borodin; 
and Trent Deal, a college educated atheist with something to prove. Seven men. Father 
Yampuler tried to convince himself this was a good omen. Seven is, after all, one of the 
Godliest numbers: seven days of creation, seven days of Passover, the seven year cycle of 
Jubilee, seven joys (and sorrows) of the Virgin Mary, seven acts of mercy (corporal and 
spiritual), and Revelations is lousy with sevens. It is indeed a magnificent number. It 
just seemed a little thin. 

“Did you see that?” Crazy Tones asked, stopping at Father Yampuler’s side. “Did 


you see what I did? Bla-Blooey!” He recreated the explosion with jazz hands. 
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“Yes.” Father Yampuler grabbed his wrist and yanked it down. “You did what you 
had to.” Crazy Tones smiled; all teeth and dimples, his eyes darting wildly, counting 
every lick of flame, every column of smoke. 

The rebels gathered weapons from the dead. Alyosha presented Father Yampuler 
with an automatic pistol. “It’s loaded,” he explained the gun, showing the priest that the 
clip was locked and the safety was off. “Point and shoot.” 

Father Yampuler nodded thanks. Ahead of them, Ricky fired twice into the 
ground. Everybody stopped and looked. 

“One of Warden Schugart’s men,” Ricky explained. “Wasn’t dead yet.” 

Father Yampuler nodded again. Trent Deal made a disgusted sound and said, “So 
this is holy war? Nice. Only a religious zealot would think putting bullets into an 
unarmed, wounded man is acceptable.” 

Baldo fired at the ground. Romera did the same. They went from body to body 
putting bullets in the wounded. Crazy Tones found one and tried to set him on fire using 
a liquid flammable from his bag of explosives. Ricky came up behind him and stopped 
that foolishness with one shot into the wound man’s head. Finished, Father Yampuler 
made the sign of the cross and turned his back. 

“Real fucking nice,” Trent said. 

Alyosha came up next to the atheist and gave him a cold, hard stare. Trent shook 


his head and, along with the other rebels, followed Father Yampuler to the stairwell. 


KEK 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 335 


Agent Kahn stopped running and pointed at the group of men emerging from the 
ruins of Gallery B. He and Pamu dropped to one knee to get a better look. 

Seven men, heavily armed, stood silhouetted against the moonlit wall of Gallery 
B. The front man was old, round, and dressed as a priest. The other six were dressed as 
prisoners, but didn’t carry themselves with the arrogant swagger of Warden Schugart’s 
army. One hauled a heavy looking, canvas laundry bag. They followed the priest, moving 
in a tight cluster, guns up, alert to danger. 

“They taking that priest hostage?” Pamu suggested. 

“No, look. He’s got his own gun.” 

“So you think they’re good guys?” 

“Or what passes for good around here. Keep down.” Kahn stayed crouched and 
moved towards the group’s flank. He kept his gun ready just in case. Pamu followed 
closely at his feet. 

One of the prisoners spotted the movement and shot wildly in their direction. 
Kahn and Pamu threw themselves flat on the ground. “FBI!” Kahn shouted. “Don’t 
shoot!” 

His called was answered by more shooting. The bullets whizzed harmlessly 
overhead. None of the prisoners could see Kahn or Pamu’s prone bodies in the shadowy 
courtyard. 

Kahn rolled, aimed at the priest’s head, moved the gun up an inch, and pulled the 
trigger. A puff of stone exploded from the wall behind the group of prisoners. They 
stopped shooting and ducked. 

“Next one won't miss!” Kahn said. 


The priest stood up. “Who are you? What do you want?” 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 336 


“Special Agent Alex Kahn, Federal Bureau of Investigation,” Kahn replied. He 
was on one knee now, still ready to shoot. “Warden Schugart has kidnapped a girl and a 
police woman. We want to secure their safety. I take it you are not part of his...cult?” 

“Lower your guns,” the priest told his followers. “I am Father Yampuler. And 
these brave men, these prisoners, have resisted the warden’s evil seduction. They are 
committed, as am I, to stopping him.” 

Kahn joined them at the wall. Pamu took the opportunity to grab a couple of 
loaded weapons from the dead guards lying in the rubble. 

“Great. We’re on the same side then. Do you have a plan?” Kahn asked. 

“Attack with God’s righteousness on our side,” the priest said, using his gun to 
make the sign of the cross. One of the prisoners snorted at this. 

“Sound’s...good,” Kahn said. “Were primarily concerned with getting the 
hostages to safety. So well help you as far as we can —” 

“Let me make this clear: we are going to kill Warden Schugart and those who 
stand with him. This is God’s vengeance. There is no mercy.” 

“Uh huh, fine,” Kahn agreed. “Just — like I said — there are two girls in there. 
Don’t shoot them.” 

“Trust in God to deliver them safely,” Father Yampuler said, and then motioned 
for his men to follow. They jogged towards the rotunda. 

“Not exactly the answer to my prayer I was hoping for,” Pamu whispered as they 
trailed the group. 

“Keep back, stay low, let them draw all the fire. You see either Sarah or Julie, 


don’t wait for me.” Kahn laid out the strategy. 
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“T just hope those yahoos don’t accidentally get unlucky and put a stray one in 
them first.” 

“The best we can do,” Kahn said, “is keep our eyes open, our guns ready, and trust 
in God.” 

“Amen.” 

Father Yampuler and his crew stormed the entryway to the administrative wing. 
The two biggest prisoners kicked down the double doors and got out of the way so those 
behind them could fire into the building. The prisoner with the laundry bag tossed some 
fist-sized objects down the hall. Small explosions rang out and grey smoke billowed 
from the open doors. 

The smoke hadn’t even cleared before the rotund priest charged the building, his 
skinny arms pumping hard. The prisoners followed him, running headlong into the 
chaos. Kahn and Pamu waited for a long moment. They heard more shots, some 
shouting, and another explosion. After the noise died down, they nodded at each other 


and jogged towards the Hot House. 
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Chapter Thirty Six 


Warden Schugart stood at the pit and inhaled. His chest swelled and his muscular 
arms rose up. “Oh, my,” he said, smiling. “Oh, my my.” 

Beneath the warden’s feet, damned souls swirled in a red and black stew. The 
heat from the mess blistered and popped the leather of his shoes. His toes poked 
through, looking more like hooves now that they had joined together in groups of twos 
and threes. The warden was barely recognizable as a human anymore. 

“You ought to come take a look,” he called over his shoulder at Julie. “It is 
beautiful.” Julie stayed where she was, backed against the wall. 

Haze swirled around the warden’s body as he sucked scalding air into his lungs. 
When he exhaled, licks of orange flame danced off his purple lips. He juked his 
shoulders up and down and danced a cha cha back to Julie. 

“Hot love if you want it,” he sang to her. “Anytime, anyway...” 

She tried to snap her head away but he grabbed her chin and forced her to meet 
his eyes. His pointy fingernails pierced skin and fat drops of blood welled up on her 
cheeks. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he said, “but you won’t be pregnant forever. If 
you can’t figure out how to make yourself useful to me after the boy is born, well....” The 
warden leaned in close and licked the blood away with the tip of his pink and black 
splotched tongue. 

“Warden!” Troy Trober ran into the room, shouting. “Warden! We’ve got a 


problem!” 
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“Inside voice, Mr. Trober.” Schugart turned to his line officer. In one swift, 
violent movement a demon tail shot out from the warden’s backside and wrapped itself 
around Trober’s throat, lifting him off the floor. 

Trober struggled, clawing at the tail, his face turning purple. Schugart set him 
down. “Now, what’s the problem?” 

“Puh...puh prisoners....rebelling. Gallery B!” 

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” Schugart flicked his tail. The spade-like end thwacked Troy 
Trober on the head, knocking him down. “You see what I have to work with?” he asked 
Julie. 

The warden leapt to the edge of the pit. He rubbed his hands together and 
chuckled. “All right, now,” he said. “Let’s see what we’ve got going on here.” He knelt 
down at the edge and reached in, making a stirring motion with his arm. “Mmmmm, wet 
and warm.” He winked at Julie. 

He came up with a blackened human skull in his hand, smoldering tar dripping 
from his arm. “Check it out,” he said, shaking the bone. “This one’s got a little brain left.” 
A clump of wormy grey meat fell to the floor with a splat. 

Julie visibly suppressed the vomit rising in her throat. Schugart pulled a Sharpie 
from his pants pocket and drew a pentagram on the floor. He placed the skull in the 
center, arranged it just so, and stood over it praying in a mysterious language. Finished, 
he brought his foot down hard, smashing the skull into tiny fragments. 

After a moment of calm, the room erupted in a violent whirlwind. Schugart stood 
at the center of the maelstrom, laughing madly, twirling around to take it all in. 

Against the wall, outer-bands of the cyclone battered Julie. The howling winds 


enveloped her and, try as she might to bury her face in her arms, they lashed across her 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 340 


eyes, imprinting upon them blurry images of the tortured damned — agonized visages of 
men contorted by pain, their mouths gaping and twisted as their screams filled the 
violent air. 

Julie gasped and a slip-stream of wet, grainy wind flew in and puffed out her 
cheeks before blasting down her esophagus, filling her lungs. Exhaling, she collapsed to 
the ground, too weak to stand. 

Schugart held his hands up and the winds stopped. Streaks of damned souls held 
suspended in the air, elongated faces with dark stains for eyes hovered like ghosts 
around the room. “Now, fire!” the warden commanded. The souls burst into flames, 
their eyes and mouths perfect orbs of brick-red fire that bled teardrops of yellow lava. 
The temperature in the room soared. Julie pushed her face against the cool floor. 

“Go!” Schugart pointed towards Gallery B. On his command, the blazing souls 
flew out of the room and down the hall. 

Julie lifted her head and noticed the tile next to her mouth had melted, burned 


into a puddle by her labored breath. She looked at the warden with hooded eyes. 


KEK 


“Down!” Father Yampuler yelled over his shoulder before leaping to the ground. 
A thick ball of fire came barreling down the hallway at them. The priest and his six 
followers managed to avoid the worse of it by flattening themselves against the floor. 
The flames seared their clothes and caused their hair to smolder, but no fatalities. Then, 
after the ball had passed over them, it stopped, lowered itself, and started rolling along 


the floor. They jumped and fled, but Romera was not fast enough getting to his feet. The 
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fireball caught him and he wailed in agony. Baldo stopped to help his friend and saw 
that the fire was made up of faces — burning eyes and mouths that chewed on Romera, 
boiling and stripping the flesh from his bones with tongues of magma. 

Baldo took aim and shot Romera in the head, putting him out of his misery. The 
burning faces turned on Baldo. They screamed and the hall filled with humidity. Baldo 
dropped his gun and ran. 

At the end of the hall, Father Yampuler retrieved a plastic bladder from Anthony 
Perrone’s bag of tricks. He stood with it in hand, praying over its contents. 

“Move, Father!” Baldo cried as he raced passed. The priest stayed, eyes closed, 
lips moving. Suddenly, he threw the bomb into the swirling storm of flaming souls that 
filled the hallway. 

Alyosha grabbed the priest’s collar and pulled him around the corner just as the 
bladder ignited and the contents exploded with a white-hot fury, blasting the satanic 
fireball out of existence. 

Father Yampuler returned to what was left of Romera’s body. He said a quick 
prayer, made the sign of the cross, and said, “Let’s go.” The priest and his five acolytes 


proceeded towards the rotunda. 


KEK 


“Let them draw all the fire, huh?” Pamu said to Kahn. They were standing at the 
opposite end of the hall, hiding behind the corner. “That’s turning out to be a pretty 
awesome plan, man.” 


“They sure don’t look like much, but...,” 
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“Yeah,” Pamu agreed. “Gotta say, though. I feel a little guilty. Letting them do all 
the work.” 

They heard gunfire, explosions, and screams coming from the hall where the 
priest and his men had gone. 

“You're welcome to go join them,” Kahn offered. 

“Nah. It’s the kind of guilt I can live with.” 


They waited until the sounds of battle faded and then followed the trail of destruction. 
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Chapter Thirty Seven 


“Get up.” Warden Schugart stood over Troy Trober and nudged him with his 
cloven toes. Troy had been badly burned when the warden unleashed the firestorm of 
damned souls. His hair was gone, even his eyebrows, and his uniform had chard and 
grafted onto his skin giving him the appearance of a Frankenstein monster stitched 
together with patches of beige and purple flesh. 

“You're not dead,” the warden insisted, kicking him again. “C’mon, get up.” The 
body rocked from the blow, but otherwise remained still. “Well hell.” Schugart scowled. 
“I guess I'll just throw you in the pit then.” 

One of Troy’s eyes struggled opened, bloodshot red in the crusty mess of his face. 
He tried to speak but all that came out was a ragged groan. 

“See? You're not dead.” The warden bent down to help him up. Chunks of charred 
flesh fell away as the warden lifted him to his feet. Unable to articulate, Troy emitted a 
high pitch whine of pain. 

“There’s a first aid kit in the infirmary,” Schugart said, patting Troy on the 
shoulder. His hand came away blackened and sticky. “Maybe you should stop by there 
on your way out to collect me some more souls.” 

The warden let go and walked towards Julie. “How you doin’?” he asked her. 

Behind him, Troy collapsed to the ground with a thump. Schugart turned and 
shook his head. “Seriously Trober, if you’re planning on dying, I’ll throw you in the pit 


right now.” 
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Troy lifted an arm, set it down, and laboriously dragged himself out of the room. 
The warden laughed and winked at Julie. He mouthed the word, pit! 

A prisoner ran into the room. He bled from a gash on his forehead and held an 
arm that looked broken. “Ex... excuse me, sir,” he stammered, looking with horror at 
Troy dragging his ruined body across the floor. “Permission to enter?” 

“What the hell happened to you?” 

“The prison chaplain, Father Yampuler? He’s got some men. They're fighting 
back.” 

“Fuck me,” Schugart cursed. “Hey Trober! I thought I told you to keep that fat 
fuck out? Huh? What the fuck?” 

Troy’s body trembled. He continued dragging himself, trying to move faster now. 
He left a thick trail of bloody sludge behind, like a snail torn from its shell. 

“You see?” Schugart asked Julie with a pleading tone. “You see what I have to 
work with?” 

The warden walked over to Troy. “Oh, you’re so in the pit.” He swooped down, 
hoisted the line officer up by his armpits, and threw him into the pit. Troy Trober 
disappeared with a brief flash of red and a puff of grey smoke. 

“He let a priest into my prison. During the harvest,” Schugart continued to 
grumble. “A Catholic priest, no less. Couldn’t be a Lutheran or a Baptist or some shit like 
that. Oh no, a fat, old Catholic. Motherfucker probably speaks Latin, too. The prick.” 

“Uh, sir?” the wounded prisoner dared to interrupt. “They are right behind me.” 

Schugart made a sound of frustration. “Where are my demons?” he raged. “My 
devil dogs?” He pointed at Julie. “Where is your fucking dad? If he’s still pussy-footing 


around with those idiots-” 
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A flash of light followed by gunshots echoed from the hallway to Gallery B. 
“They’re here!” the prisoner cried and ran for safety. Schugart grabbed him as he 
passed, swung him around, and flung him towards the pit. He teetered on the edge, 
flailing his arms, and then tumbled in with a shriek. 

This cheered the warden up some. He smiled, showing two rows of pointy white 
teeth, and walked to the pit. “Ah, what am I worried about?” he said. “I’ve got enough 
souls now; I can make an entire army of demons. One stupid priest. Who cares?” He 
took the pen from his pocket and knelt down. “TIl throw his fat ass in the pit, see if I 


don’t.” The warden started writing his mysterious script on the floor. 


KEK 


“Vandalizing government property,” a voice called from the door leading to the 
administrative wing. “Tsk. You could go to jail for that.” 

Sarah, still enlarged by Paul Wolfe’s spirit, stood in the doorway. She had the 
demon body of Robert Muncie slung over one shoulder, and an inert devil dog over the 
other. When the warden looked at her, she tossed both bodies to the ground and said. 
“What else you got, old man?” 

The warden flared with anger. The nubs on his forehead grew into fierce, pointed 
horns. His hands stretched into lethal claws. His legs buckled and bowed, transforming 
into the powerful hind end of a goat. His tail split the air with the sharp crack of a whip. 
He roared at Sarah, black spittle flying off his forked tongue. 

“Damn,” Sarah muttered. “I had to ask.” She entered the room anyway, at an 


angle to the warden. He moved towards her, hissing with his forked tongue. 
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“Demon!” a voice cried from the opposite side of the room. “God demands you 
answer for your sins!” 

Father Yampuler stood at the doorway leading the Gallery B. He held high a 
wooden crucifix in his fist. His five warriors fanned out around him, sighting their 
weapons on the warden. 

Schugart looked from the priest to Sarah and back again. He snarled, bent low at 
the knees, and leapt high into the air. Father Yampuler’s men unloaded their weapons, 
peppering the devil’s thick hide with bullets. 

The warden latched onto the surface of the concave dome and crawled to its apex, 
150 feet above the pit. Father Yampuler’s men could not hit him from that distance. 
They stood around, confused, their ineffectual guns dangling at their sides. 

“What is he doing?” Trent Deal asked. 

Schugart anchored himself by plunging his left claw deep into the stone. He 
found ridges for his hooves to leverage his body. He extracted his penis from the thatch 
of goat hair between his legs and loosed a stream of dark yellow urine. 

“Looks like he’s playing with himself,” Sarah, who had walked over to join the 
group of rebels, said. “Gross.” 

Father Yampuler raised the alarm when he saw the fluid flowing down. “Back to 
the tunnels!” he cried. “Quickly!” 

His men scrambled. Sarah raced to cover Julie, still standing alone against the 
wall. 

The column of piss fell into the pit. A mushroom cloud of noxious steam billowed 
from the hole. Hundreds of pencil sized yellow crystals exploded from the center of the 


cloud, zipping around the room, embedding themselves in the walls. 
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Alyosha had not been fast enough getting out of the room. A cluster of needles 
struck him in the back, knocking him down. 

Sarah, protectively hunched over Julie, also took a number of the projectiles in 
her back, but they were stopped by her metaphysical armor. 

The cloud dissipated, leaving behind an ammonium stench. Sarah reached 
around to pick the vile weapons from Paul’s spirit-body. She tossed them on the floor 
where they landed with a clatter, dissolving into tiny, steaming yellow puddles. 

The ones that had stuck in the walls also started melting. Soon the entire room 
smelled like a urinal. 

“Alyosha!” Trent yelled, racing in to check on his friend. The liquefying crystals 
had left softball sized holes in his body, dissolving skin, bone, and everything inside. 
Blood and viscera bubbled out from the wounds and soon he was covered in gore. 
Alyosha melted away before Trent’s very eyes. Father Yampuler made a sign of the cross 
over the puddle that had been Alyosha Borodin. 

He pointed his crucifix at Schugart and said, “Exorcizo te, omnis spiritus 
immunde, in nomine Dei Patris omnipotentis, et in noimine Jesu Christi Filii ejus, 
Domini et Judicis nostri, et in virtute Spiritus Sancti, ut descedas ab hoc plasmate Dei, 
quod Dominus noster ad templum sanctum suum vocare dignatus est, ut fiat templum 
Dei vivi, et Spiritus Sanctus habitet in eo. Per eumdem Christum Dominum nostrum, 
qui venturus est judicare vivos et mortuos, et saeculum per ignem.” 

Schugart lost his grip. His tail lashed out, the spike end sticking into the dome’s 
facade, stopping his fall. Anchored by his tail, the warden swung around and smacked 
into the stone. He scrambled to gain hold, but fell again, this time swinging like a 


pendulum at the end of his tail. Father Yampuler kept praying and the warden hung 
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there above them, screaming and clawing at his own ears, desperate to stop the holy 
words from entering his head. 

Father Yampuler stopped praying and made the sign of the cross. He held out his 
hand and asked Anthony Perrone for “Holy Water.” Crazy Tones reached in his bag of 
tricks and retrieved a plastic sport’s bottle with a squirt top nozzle. A splotch of water 
shot from the nozzle when Crazy Tones handed it to the priest. 

“It’s no good,” Father Yampuler lamented, pointing the bottle at Schugart who 
was trying to climb up his own tail now. “He’s too far away.” 

“Gimme that,” Sarah said. She grabbed the bottle, got a running start, and leapt 
onto the wall. Her giant hand and feet bore into the stone, carving out grips for her to 
climb. Schugart saw her coming and hissed. 

“In odorem suavitatis,” Father Yampuler resumed his exorcism. “Tu autem 
effugare, diabole; appropinquabit enim judicium Dei.” 

Schugart clutched his stomach and retched. A thick stream of black vomit spewed 
from his mouth into the pit below. In reaction to the vomit, the pit sizzled and smoke 
poured over its edge. 

Hidden in the smoke were shiny, black tentacles. A dozen of them slithered along 
the floor, searching out the priest. 

Ricky Watts shot one and it retreated with a squeal. Baldo jumped into the smoke 
brandishing his knife. He hacked away at the tentacles as they surrounded him, circling 
his legs. Ricky switched to an automatic weapon and swept the smoke-obscured edge of 
the pit with bullets. 


Cut off at their roots, the tentacles flailed a little and then fell still. 
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They were rapidly replaced by more, coming faster and from every direction, hell 
bent on stopping the priest. 

Baldo and his knife stood at the first line of defense, Ricky kept firing at the 
edges, and Trent and Anthony surrounded Father Yampuler, shooting the tentacles that 
made it passed Baldo and Ricky. 

A cluster of tentacles from the opposite side of the pit raced around the edge of 
the room undetected. They came at Father Yampuler from behind. Crazy Tones noticed 
them from the corner of his eye moments before they were within striking distance. He 
threw himself in their path, shooting until his gun ran empty, and managed to sever a 
few. 

The remaining tentacles swarmed Crazy Tones, wrapping him up like so many 
constrictor snakes. With alarming speed they swept him away, back around the edge of 
the floor, headed for the pit. 

Trent called for Ricky to save Crazy Tones, but he was dealing with too many 
threats at once. Crazy Tones disappeared behind the veil of smoke. 

A series of gunshots rang from across the room. Kahn and Pamu emerged from 
the smoke, carrying Crazy Tones between them. Wordlessly, they joined the fight 
against the creatures from the pit, shooting the slithering tentacles with great skill and 


precision. 


KKK 
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It hadn’t been easy, but Sarah had climbed the wall and was within a few feet of 


the dangling Warden. Schugart twirled at the end of his tail, flailing and raging with all 


his might, in constant agony from the Priest’s holy words. 


Say something. 


Paul Wolfe’s voice in her head made the suggestion as she popped the top of the 


sport bottle. 


Like what? 


Like, I don’t know.... (his voice took on a bad Austrian accent) 
‘Have a drink on me, Schugart’ or Youre all wet, Warden’. 


That’s just terrible. 


You gotta say something. 


Sarah pointed the nozzle at Schugart and squeezed with all her might. The stream 


of water splashed on his nose, mouth and chin. He bellowed and flew into a fit of 


convulsions, ripping his face away with his own claws. 


Schugart’s tail couldn’t hold amidst all the flailing. It popped loose. 


The warden fell into the pit below, screaming all the way. 


“No chance of parole, motherfucker!” Sarah called after him. 


Oh, groan! I hope they didn’t hear you down there. 
What? 

That didn’t even make sense. 

Were in a prison, or hadn’t you noticed? 

The drink line would’ve been better. 


Shut up and get me down from here. 
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Chapter Thirty Eight 


It was as if the pit itself inhaled from shock. The tentacles, smoke, steam and heat 
were drawn in, sucked over the edge back into the chasm. The eerie red glow emitting 
from the pit pulsed a few times and then died, leaving the room illuminated only by the 
moon through the portals and windows. Everything became quiet and cool. 

Father Yampuler made the sign of the cross. “Glory to God,” he said. 

“Amen,” Baldo and Ricky solemnly agreed as they crossed themselves. 

Crazy Tones giggled. He had the nervous jitters, rubbing himself where he still 
felt the phantom touch of tentacles. Baldo Ortiz put an arm around his shoulder, 
calming him down with soothing words. 

Kahn and Pamu checked and reloaded their weapons. Pamu went to help Sarah 
while Kahn jogged over to Julie, who stood in a dark shadow against the wall. 

“Get out of my way,” Sarah told Pamu. She was about twelve to fifteen feet up, 
where the straight edge of the wall met the curve. “I’m going to jump.” 

“TIl catch you,” Pamu offered, holding out his arms. 

“Are you crazy? Look at me!” Sarah was still pumped up and enormous with the 
outer shell of ectoplasm. “TIl crush you like a bug. Now scoot!” 

Pamu lowered his arms and stepped back. 

Sarah came crashing down with a thud, landing in a squat. She stood up, over 
seven feet tall with her extra bulk, and said, “But thank you for trying, little man.” She 


offered her hand. Pamu took it. She squeezed and Pamu yelped. 
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“Hey now! C’mon!” Pamu flailed his wounded hand while Sarah just chuckled. 
“What is that shit?” he said. 

“This?” Sarah said, flexing her ethereal muscles, showing off. “Dedication and 
heart, my man. Dedication and heart.” 

“How long does it last? No offense, but you look like a freak!” 

“Ha! Jealous much?” Sarah turned away and laughed. Confused, Pamu scratched 


his head. 


KKK 


“Let’s get you out of here,” Kahn took Julie by the hand. 

“T want to see my father first,” she said. 

Julie pointed to the prone body of what used to be Robert Muncie, lying in a heap 
on the floor where Sarah had dumped him. 

“That’s not a good idea,” Kahn said. “We’re still not safe here.” He tried to pull 
her out, but she resisted. She broke contact with him and started for her father’s body. 

“Julie,” Kahn took her shoulder. “We have to leave.” She shrugged his hand away. 
“Julie,” he said again. “I will forcibly remove you if I have to.” 

But she was already at the side of Robert Muncie. Kahn stood back. He would 
give her this moment if it would expedite leaving. 

Julie knelt down and kissed her dad on the cheek. She lingered, whispering 
something in his ear. 

“We're leaving now,” Kahn told her after a long moment. “Come on.” 


Julie shook her head. “Not yet.” 
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Robert Muncie’s eyes fluttered open. He sat up and stretched his long arms, 
smacking his lips like he was waking from a deep sleep. “Welcome back, Daddy.” Julie 
beamed. 

“Aw, no,” Kahn said. He grabbed Julie around the waist, hefted her over his 


shoulder and started running. “Go, go, go!” he called out to Pamu. 


KEK 


“Put me down!” Julie yelled, hammering at Kahn with her tiny, balled up fists. 
“Daddy, help!” 

Robert Muncie jumped to his feet and started running to the sound of his 
daughter’s voice. He moved with demonic speed and caught up to them in seconds. He 
pulled ahead and blocked their path. 

“Just put me down,” Julie said. The reanimated demon that was Robert Muncie 
reached out and touched his daughter’s head. She slid off Kahn’s back and stood next to 
her father. She held his hand, grotesque with its long, curved nails, entwined in her 
dainty fingers. Father and daughter smiled at each other. 

“Move out of the way!” Pamu yelled, leveling his gun. 

“It’s no good,” Kahn called out, backing down. “Something’s wrong with the girl. 
She won’t leave his side. 

“Where’s Sarah?” Kahn asked. He had his gun in hand now, keeping his eye on 


the Muncies. “Is she still.... enhanced?” 
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Pamu looked around. Sarah moved towards the pit. She still had the glowing, 
massive shell around her body. “Yo, Sarah!” Pamu called. “Girl, we’re gonna need your 
help!” 

When she didn’t reply, Pamu ran towards her. “Sarah! Yo, Sarah! That Robert 
thing is back again. You up for a rematch? 

“Sarah?” Pamu stood at her side, trying to get her attention. She remained 
focused on the pit. “What’s wrong?” 

“He’s coming,” she said. 

“Who’s coming? Sarah? C'mon girl. We’ve got a monster for you to beat up.” 

“No, thanks,” she replied. “I’ve got my own.” 

An enormous claw with talons as big as motorcycles burst from the pit and 
slammed into the floor, digging in with its nails. Another claw followed, but this one 
curled around the naked body of Schugart, returned now to the meek structure and flesh 
of a man. It thumped down hard, jostling the room. Then a demon head the size of a 
small house rose up, peering over the edge of the pit with midnight eyes. 

“Somebody here owes me a soul,” the Devil said. He dangled Schugart’s body 
pinched between two claws. He tossed the warden in the air, circled his thumb and 
index claws, and flicked at the body on its way down. 

Schugart split into two messy pieces, strung together by sinew and a tough spinal 
column. The body splattered against the far wall. 

The Devil hauled himself up and flopped down on the far edge of the pit in a 
sitting position; goat legs dangling in the abyss. He sat hunched over so his massive 


head wouldn’t hit the curve of the dome. 


“Any volunteers?” Satan asked. Chapter Thirty Nine 
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“jDestruirlo!” Baldo cried, firing at the beast with an automatic weapon. Ricky 
and Trent shouldered their own guns and unloaded too. Crazy Tones recovered his bag 
of explosions and started launching home-made grenades, throwing them across the pit. 

It all caused much flame, smoke, and noise. When it was over, Satan was still 
there, looking bored. He hooked one leg over the other and folded his claws on top of a 
knee. “Finished? 

“Now, then,” he continued, his voice a deep, resonate baritone. “Somebody owes 
me a soul. A good soul. And when I say good I don’t mean —” Satan flailed his hands and 
rolled his eyes like a member of the congregation moved by the spirit “— Hallelujah yes 
yes lawd good. I mean quality. One that will obey me, honor me, and do my biding. Any 
takers?” 

No?” 

“Tf not, I’m just going to kill you all and consider it another case of quantity over 
quality. And I don’t have all night, either. If one of you doesn’t step up in the next 
minute, youre all going down with me.” As he spoke, an ornate hourglass — the stems of 
which were bone with engravings of human faces contorted in fear and pain — appeared 
suspended in the air. Sand began sifting through the glass. 

“Tick tock,” Satan warned. 

“Daddy.” Julie rubbed her father’s sinewy arm. “Kill him.” 

Robert Muncie ran, bent over, using his arms to propel his demon body even 
faster. In the blur of motion, he grew bigger. By the time he launched himself over the 
maw of the pit, he’d become large enough to make an impact when he barreled into the 


Devil’s chest. 
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They fell over backwards, crashing through the wall of the rotunda. Robert 
twisted his torso and repeatedly plunged the sharp edge of his horns into Satan’s chest 
like a woodpecker extracting dinner from a giant redwood. 

Satan’s red skin tore apart under the ferocious onslaught. Black blood flew high 
into the night air. Satan growled and tried to grab Robert, but Julie’s father used the 
club end of his horns to crack Satan’s knuckles. The Devil winced and fanned his claw. 

Robert, still moving with dervish speed, climbed the Devil’s chest and started 
working on his neck, using his horn to open a gash, and then digging in with his long 
nails, tossing great wads of sticky red flesh hither and yon. Satan made a gurgling sound 
and fell back, destroying the entire administrative wing of the prison. His tail flailed 
about, knocking down walls and collapsing ceilings. Kahn and Pamu moved everybody 
still inside the rotunda to a safe place away from falling debris. 

Unrelenting, Robert leapt from the Devil’s throat to the bridge of his nose. He 
plunged both hands — long, spiked nails extended — into each of the Devil’s eyes. He 
extracted the eyeballs, holding them up high as a symbol of victory. 

“That’s my daddy,” Julie said, just a moment before the Devil’s tongue flicked 
out, wrapped itself around Robert Muncie’s legs, and pulled him into his mouth. 

Satan sat up, gaping holes where his eyes should be, and started masticating. 
Robert Muncie, his hind-end caught between the Devil’s teeth, howled in pain. Satan 
kept chewing, grinding Robert’s body away. Blood seeped through his lips and dribbled 
down his chin. 

Soon only Robert’s head, shoulders, and arms were visible, dangling limp from 


the Devil’s mouth. Attached to Robert Muncie’s fingernails, the Devil’s eyes rolled back 
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into focus. With a slurp, Satan sucked in Robert Muncie’s head. He took Robert’s arms 
from between his teeth, extracted his eyeballs, and popped them back in their sockets. 

Satan blinked a few times and checked the hourglass. 

“That was a waste of time,” he said as the last grain slide down the slope. “Now 
give me a soul or you're all damned.” 

“Sorry, asshole,” Sarah said. “We're all souled out!” 

The ectoplasm shield around her body had quadrupled in size. She was now 
almost as big as the Devil, looking as solid and powerful as liquid steel. During the 
commotion, she had maneuvered behind the Devil and when he turned around she 
hammered his chin with a mighty punch. 

Caught off-guard, Satan tumbled over from the blow. Sarah jumped onto the 
edge of a ruined wall and then, like a professional wrestler coming off the ropes, stuck 
an elbow out and leapt down, planting it the Devil’s midsection. He curled up, blowing 
air. 

Sarah grabbed his ears and slammed his nose into her knee, making blood seep 
from his flattened nostrils. She hooked her arm around Satan’s throat, moved behind 
him, and put him in a sleeper hold. His eyelids fluttered and his eyes rolled back in his 
head. 

Just when it looked like he was going down, Satan gathered his second wind. He 
puffed out his chest and threw an elbow, knocking Sarah back. 

Revived, Satan jumped to his feet. He started kicking Sarah’s prone body, 
destroying entire buildings as he stomped around. Sarah curled into a ball, protecting 


her head with her arms. 
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Satan grabbed her by the neck and crotch. He lifted her over his head and tossed 
her into the ruins of the rotunda. 


Satan pranced around the courtyard, flexing and making faces. 


Gotta get up.... 
No, Sarah. Stay down. 


What are you talking about? This is it! This is the battle we’ve been 
waiting for! Good versus Evil and all that. 


He’s just playing with us. We don’t stand a chance. 

But it’s the fight, Paul. Right? As long as we fight the fight? 

Stay down Sarah. I have one more thing to try. When I leave, I 
want you to run like hell... 

The bulk of ectoplasm surrounding Sarah’s body dissipated and blew away from 
her body. It hung in the air without form, clumping together in luminescent clouds. The 
clouds swarmed Satan’s head. 

Satan swatted at the nuisance clouds. They dispersed, and then joined back 
again, converging around the Devil’s eyes, distracting him. 

Sarah sat up, but did not run. 

Eventually, Satan grew tired of the game. He scooped up the clouds between his 
hands and slapped his palms together. The ectoplasm exploded in thousands of glowing 
sparks that faded like embers as they drifted to the ground. 

The Devil looked around at all the destruction and shook his massive head. There 
was nothing left of the prison except a few walls, some sections of flooring, and a 


jumbled up mess of cyclone fence. 
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He took in a deep breath, and as he released it in a long, windy sigh, his body 
deflated, shrinking from a giant to a man in a matter of seconds. 

“This has been fun,” Satan said, strolling over to where the rest of the people had 
sheltered. “But I can’t risk any more exposure. Just think what the World Weekly News 
is going to do with this! 

“So I need my soul. Right now.” Satan eyed Father Yampuler. “What about you?” 
he asked the priest. “Sure ‘tis a wee flock ye shepherd, Father,” Satan took on a trite 
Irish Catholic accent, “but, oh! won’t ye save ‘em from the fires of Hades?” He laughed 
and held out a hand. He dropped the Irish accent. “Join me, Priest. Your soul for theirs.” 

Father Yampuler crossed himself and took a step back, shaking his head. 

“T thought not,” the Devil snarled. “Fucking coward.” 

Trent Deal stepped forward. “TIl go.” 

“NO!” Father Yampuler roared, grabbing Trent’s shoulder. “You will NOT!” 

“Tm sorry Mr. Yampuler,” Trent turned to him. “But I this is my chance to make 
amends.” He looked around at the girls, at Kahn and Pamu, at his band of rebels. “I can 
save all these people.” 

“No you cannot! You will save no one and only damn yourself! I forbid this!” 

“All due respect, but I never believed in your God, Mr. Yampuler. I was never part 
of your church. I joined you in this fight because I believe in right and wrong; not good 
and evil. And now it is time for me to do what’s right.” 

“You have no idea what you're doing. I will not allow it!” 

Trent Deal pushed Father Yampuler away, knocking the old man down. 


“Tm sorry, Mr. Yampuler.” 
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Trent started walking towards the Devil, who held out his hand. But just as Trent 
reached to take it Father Yampuler shot him in the back of his head, killing him 
instantly. 

Trent’s body fell. The Devil looked over at Father Yampuler, lying on the ground, 
smoking gun in his hand, trembling. 

“Heh,” Satan said. “Heh heh heh.” 

Pieces of Trent’s exploded skull stuck to the Devil’s chest. The Devil picked them 
off and held them in his palm. “Heh heh heh!” 

His laughter escalated. He doubled over, breathless with mirth. He put his hands 
on his knees and brayed like a donkey. He stood up straight, threw his head back, and 
guffawed to the sky. 

He continued laughing for a long, long while. When he calmed down, he blew 
wind and wiped tears from his eyes. He chuckled some as he shook his head and wagged 
a finger at Father Yampuler. 

“You...,” he said to the priest. “You...,” Then the Devil disappeared in a puff of 


orange smoke, the air still ringing with the sound of his joy. 


KEKE 


“Tve been monitoring the wires, the net, the boards, shit, even print,” Pamu said, 
turning his chair to face Alex Kahn who sat on the loveseat, studying a piece of 
equipment. “And you know what the scary thing is?” 

“Hmmm?” 


“World Weekly News is the closest to getting it right.” 
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They were in the control room of Pamu’s multi-million dollar home in a far-away 
hamlet somewhere upstate. There were multiple computers set up around the room; one 
wall was completely taken up by a giant screen that was monitoring the Space Station’s 
progress, one was built entirely of LCD monitors, each flickering with green and white 
characters, one was made up of racks and racks of miscellaneous electronics, and the 
fourth wall was adorned with posters of Bollywood starlets. 

Alex Kahn smiled for a moment before the device in his hand started vibrating; 
red and blue lights flashing all over. “Oops!” The FBI man set it on the coffee table 
where it skittered around on its own power. “I hope I didn’t break it.” 

“Nah, man,” Pamu said. “That there’s an electromagnetic scope device.” 

“A what?” 

“An EMS. Supposed to register if there’s a spirit in the room. Don’t you ever 
watch Ghost Hunters?” 

“Uh no.” The device continued to buzz and pop. “So, why’s it going crazy?” 

“Scared?” 

Alex Kahn sent Pamu a withering look. “It’s bullshit,” Pamu explained. “Has a 
timer in it, set to go off at random intervals. Also designed to break after so many uses 
so the chumps have to buy a replacement.” 

The EMS went still. 

“You special order them from a place in Nevada,” Pamu continued. “Discount 
when you buy bulk. Fucking scam, man.” 

“Hope you didn’t pay too much,” Alex Kahn picked up the EMS with new 


appreciation. 
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“Ha ha. No, I knew it was a rip when I bought it. I just wanted something to base 
my model on. I’m gonna make one that really works.” 

“True believer.” 

“Goddamn right. I suppose youre still sticking with the ‘earthquake’ story?” 

“You have to admit, it is a whole lot simpler to explain.” 

“But it’s a lie.” 

Kahn shrugged. “There are lies and there are Lies. Working for the government, 
you have to pick and choose.” 

“Yeah, well. That’s why I don’t work for them no more.” 

“You don’t work for them anymore because you won the lottery.” Kahn corrected 
his friend. “And if you were so concerned with the truth, you would write a book, or a 
blog, or a tweet or something and get the word out.” 

“And incriminate myself? Not bloody likely. Besides, I don’t want to get you in 
trouble. Our friendship is more important.” 

“What you really don’t want is to be seen as a crackpot.” 

“True, that. But, man.... That was some shit, wasn’t it? The Devil fucking walking 
around on earth? I mean, Goddamn!” 

“It was an earthquake caused by careless drilling.” Kahn shrugged. “Happens all 
the time.” 

“Whatever you say, Killah.” Pamu turned back to his console and tapped the 
keyboard. “Let’s jet. I know a Thai place in the city, man, to die for.” 


“Sounds good.” 
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At the entryway, they shrugged into light jackets as they stepped outside. Pamu 
enabled the security system and closed the door. They walked to his car, a cream colored 
Lexus. 

“So how’s my girl Sarah doing?” Pamu asked, getting behind the wheel. “She 
carrying the water for you lying ass Feebs?” 

“She'd better,” Kahn buckled his seat belt. “She joined the agency last week.” 

“No fucking way!” 

“Why not? She’s good police.” 

“She was,” Pamu agreed. “She is.” 

They drove away from Pamu’s house, down a winding, tree-lined road, headed 
towards the highway. It was late November and scenery in the country was beautiful. 

“And the little one? Julie?” 

“Ah...,” Alex Kahn hedged. “You know. We’re keeping an eye.” 

“Oh, don’t tell me you've got her locked up in some hole somewhere? Cmon, 
Alex.” 

“No, she’s not locked up. We even sprang her mother so she’d have parental 
guidance. We're just, like I said, keeping an eye on her.” 

“Good, good.” 

They crossed over a babbling brook by way of a scenic covered bridge. “And the 
rest of them? That priest, whatshisname? And the prisoners?” 

“The prisoners we just shuffled back into the deck. That skinny one? He was 
certifiable anyway. He’s now in a home. The other two, well, they’re lifers.” 

“Who gives a fuck what they say?” 


“A tad callous, but succinct.” 
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“And the priest?” 

“Yampuler? He agreed to keep quiet.” 

“That’s it?” 

“Well, he asked we buy him a one way ticket to Israel.” 

“Huh. So yall really will get away with it?” 

“It was an earthquake, Pammy. A tragic earthquake.” 

“Happens all the time.” Pamu hit the CD button and the funky sounds of Nappy 


Roots filled the car. 


And That Leavenworth Stuff 365 


EPILOGUE 


“Try again,” the physical therapist, a petite blonde with a playful smile, said. 

Bozzeman concentrated with all his might, straining until beads of sweat popped 
up on his hairline. He was madly in love with the therapist. Her name was Patty. 

The right side of his mouth twitched upward in an ugly grimace. “Hey! Good job! 
That’s a handsome smile, young man.” Patty congratulated him. “Keep practicing and 
you'll be on the cover of GQ before no time.” 

Bozzeman held his grimace until his good eye started watering. The glass eye 
didn’t move at all. 

“Okay, we're going to cut back on the medication —” Bozzeman groaned. “— Come 
on, now. All these drugs aren’t good for you. And I know you're not in that much pain 
anymore.” 

“Buth ah ahm!” Bozzeman protested. His reconstructed lips were swollen and 
crisscrossed with stitches. 

“Stop with the smooth talk, handsome. It doesn’t work on me.” Patty pinched his 
cheek. He didn’t even feel it. 

“Okay, you wait here, and Doctor Abraham will be back for a final look.” Patty left 
the office in a swirl of green scrubs and white lab coat. 

Bozzeman slouched forward. He turned his head and looked at himself in the 
mirror over the sink. One word flashed in his mind: Frankenstein! He turned away from 


the mirror. 
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The door knob turned and he sat up straight, thinking Patty had come back for 
something. It couldn’t be a doctor. It always took them an eternity to show up. 

The door opened. Julie Muncie stepped into the room. She closed the door 
behind her. 

“You look like a freak,” she said. “Like a fat fucking freak.” 

Bozzeman cringed and scooted further up the examination table. “Whu ah u 
ooing ear?” he cried. 

“Calm down,” she said, sitting on the doctor’s stool. “I’m just here for my 
checkup. Make sure the baby’s okay.” She rubbed her hands over her stomach. “That’s 
right. ’m pregnant. And you know it is all your fault.” Bozzeman’s good eye almost 
popped out of his skull as she continued. “Youre the one who set me up. You sent those 
fools over to fuck up my yard. You're the one who got me over to that silo. You’re the one 
who started this whole thing. 

“So, yeah. In a way. Youre the one who got me pregnant.” Bozzeman shook his 
head vehemently but didn’t answer. “I told you to calm down. So, calm down. I’m not 
mad at you. In fact, you might even like this part: Since youre responsible, I’m going to 
make you the baby’s daddy. How would you like that? Your own instant family? 

“Uh uh uh,” Bozzeman stuttered. 

“Sure. We'll get married. TIl have the baby. The responsibility of a family will 
straighten you right out — so much so that your dad will gladly pay for your house and 
your education. Especially when you tell him you're going to law school.” 

“Uh uh uh.” 

“And everybody will marvel that, wow, what a responsible, upstanding young 


man you turned out to be. It will be the perfect...situation for us.” 
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“Uh uh uh.” 

“Oh, stop complaining. You will do this. You owe me this much. Besides, what 
other options do you have? Patty the PT?” Julie laughed. “You’re so fucking pathetic. 
After the baby is born, after your — ug — scars heel, we’ll consummate the marriage. You 
do know what that means, don’t you? Yes, we'll do it, big boy. Only by then you won’t be 
so big. As of now, you're on a diet. And also, you’re going to learn the value of silence.” 

“Uh uh —” 

“— That’s what I’m talking about!” Julie exclaimed, putting a finger to his lips. 
“No more talking unless spoken to, and then only to answer a question. Ill make a man 
of you yet, Bozzeman. A good father.” Julie grinned. She leaned forward and kissed him 
lightly on his ragged lips. “And a good husband.” She got up to leave. 

“No more drugs, either. Not even prescriptions.” 

Julie stood at the door, hands on her hips, and added, “A respectable family man 
living in the suburbs with his loving wife and precocious little son. Trust me, Bozzeman: 
It'll be the best thing that ever happened to you.” 

She closed the door behind her. For the first time in his short life, Bozzeman felt 


genuinely excited about his future. 


THE END 


